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Chapter | 
THE BABY IN THE CASE 


na bright autumn morning when everything in the 

world appeared garish and excessively cheerful, and 

the foliage on the trees shone brightly, as if layered in 
gold leaf, from the main entrance of a high-rise apartment house 
on Rublevskoye Shosse peered a tall, stoop-shouldered man in a 
gray topcoat. 

Known to all as German Durnev, he was the director of the 
firm SECOND-HAND Socks, and the father of a year-old daughter 
named Pipa (short for Penelopa). 

Stopping under the main entrance awning, Durnev looked 
about disapprovingly. The sun, whose rounded physiognomy 
was flat as a pancake, basked above the neighboring roofs, as if 


lazily pondering whether it would be worth the bother to go on 
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rising, or if he should just begin to set. A woman in an orange 
smock, not far from the entrance, reclined on a heap of leaves as 
she gazed into an open manhole. Her profile was attractive and 
Grecian in outline, but her distended copper-red hair involuntar- 
ily recalled thoughts of snakes. Inside the manhole, someone vio- 
lently romped and rumbled about. Inflated sparrows briskly 
pecked at something on the asphalt, jumping aside from passers- 
by like bouncy rubber balls. 

From windows and basements, from playgrounds and nar- 
row public squares, from treetops and the washcloth storm 
clouds hanging in the sky, from cat’s eyes and women’s hand- 
bags, from the exhaust pipes of automobiles, from the price tags 
in the shops and the still-charred noses of the summer residents 
— from everywhere, rubbing together carrot-yellow palms, 
stared the recently reborn infant October. 

But German Durnev did not notice any of the beauty that 
surrounded him. The only interest weather (and nature in gen- 
eral) held for him came in determining whether or not to take an 
umbrella or place studded snow tires on his car. 

He checked his watch and took out a box of homeopathic 
pills. 

“The sun has some chutzpah! One, two... It’s not even close 
enough to spit on... If only it would go out once and for all... Re- 
ally, how could anyone be in a working mood on a day like this? 


Five, six... Sooner or later, I'll definitely get an ulcer... if I haven't 
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one already... Seven...” he muttered, counting out the marble-like 
pills and placing them under his tongue. 

When the marbles had dissolved, Durnev thought he felt a 
little better and said to himself: 

“Well, now I should live to see dinnertime, provided my new 
corn plasters don’t just happen to give me blood poisoning.” 

Little did Durnev suspect he was being watched. A large, dis- 
gusting-looking bird — gloomy and bedraggled, with a long, 
molting neck on which almost no feathers were still left — was 
watching him from above the entrance. In his beak, the bird held 
a photograph that had been cut out from a magazine, at which he 
now looked... Yes, he, German Durnev, was the one captured in 
the photo, taken with his wife Ninel and their daughter Pipa at 
the All-Russia Exhibition Center's “International Suspenders” 
expo. 

Occasionally, the bird lowered the clipping to the tin shingles 
and meticulously compared the present-day Durnev to the one 
in the photograph. As he did so, disgusting greenish lumps of 
mucus dripped from his beak onto the picture. 

One could easily imagine how surprised Durnev would have 
been had he randomly glanced up at what was sitting on the 
main entrance awning. German Nikitich, however, was not one of 
those who pay attention to birds (with the exception, of course, 
of a boiled hen lying before him on a plate). Moreover, at that 


given moment, the dodgy mind of the SECOND-HAND Socks firm 
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director was busy working out how to clear two railroad cars' 
worth of used handkerchiefs being passed off as children’s goods 
through customs. 

Durnev descended from the porch, and stepping on some 
charmingly bright yellow leaves, ground them under his heels 
several times with explicit pleasure. After doing so, he passed by 
a great many other leaves with complete indifference before 
starting his new black automobile. The car snorted before finally 
starting. The naked-necked bird quickly tore away from the 
awning and flew after the automobile, obviously not willing to 


lose sight of it. 


e 
The woman sitting on the lawn (whom Durnev had casually as- 
sumed to be a repairwoman) followed the bird with her piercing 
eyes and muttered to herself: 

“What’s the Macabre Griffon doing here, I'd like to know? 
The last time we crossed paths was at the launch of the Titanic. I 
can't recall what happened to that steamship offhand, but I’ve no 
doubt it was something awful.” 

She raised her hand, on the middle finger of which was a 
sparkling ring, and in a low voice whispered: 

“Iskris frontis!” 

A green spark instantaneously shot out of the ring and 


singed the bird's wing. Losing feathers, the Macabre Griffon col- 
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lapsed like a stone onto the asphalt, crowed out hoarsely, then 
took off again, heading toward the nearest apartment building. 

The mysterious woman blew on her incandescent ring. 

“IT hate these living corpses. They cannot be killed a second 
time. Dealing with unholy spirits is really so much easier,” she 
complained. 

Meanwhile, in the manhole something once again fell with a 
terrible crash. Water splashed. 

“A-a-chh!” The sound from inside the manhole was so deaf- 
ening, even the manhole cover jumped! 

Forgetting about the bird, the repairwoman (if, of course, 
she was a repairwoman) anxiously bent over the manhole: 

“Academician, you're catching a cold! I beseech you, at least 
put on a scarf!” 

“Meduziya, don’t be foolish! A scarf is of no use to a diver!” 
the voice answered immediately. 

But this did not calm the woman one bit. 

“I swear by the hair of Drevnir, this is completely unaccept- 
able! Just think of it: you, the academician of Bright Magic him- 
self — the head of the Tibidoxs School of Magic, Sardanapal 
Chernomorov — have been reduced to removing the simplest of 
the unholy spirits’ incantations! Where, may I ask, are our junior 
mages? Where are the assistants?” she asked sternly, pursing her 
lips. 


The rumblings in the manhole ceased. To the surface rose a 
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short, ruddy-faced fat man dressed in a dripping wet orange 
smock... No, pardon me, not a smock, but a cloak. Only an unob- 
servant onlooker would have mistaken it for a smock, and even 
then only at first glance. His companion wore exactly the same 
orange cloak. 

“A-a-chh! Meduziya! All this is really nothing to get so 
worked up about...! A-a-chh! Without practice, I would become a 
helpless armchair magician in under two years. Are there any 
lazybones among us who can even turn into a pig without their 
ring? To say nothing of the higher disciplines, such as theoretical 
magic, levitation, protection from evil eyes, or the production of 
talismans.” 

Having ended what, in his opinion, was an unbearable argu- 
ment, Academician Sardanapal raised himself up on his tiptoes 
and cheerfully surveyed the scene. The right side of his mus- 
tache was green, the left side yellow. But that wasn't even the 
strange part; what made this mustache truly strange was that it 
never rested for even a second. It twined and twisted, like two 
living ropes, and tried to coil around the temples of the fat man’s 
glasses so as to pull them right off his nose. Not that that would 
have done much good, of course, since the glasses were clearly 
held on not with their temples (which had long since come 
loose), but with a special incantation. 

As for the academician’s beard, its color was altogether im- 


possible to pinpoint since it would appear, then disappear all the 
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time. Only one thing was known for sure: his beard was phenom- 
enally long — so long, in fact, it had to be wound repeatedly 
around his chest, its ends hidden in a pocket. 

Finally noticing that his cloak was soaked through, the head 
of the school of magic muttered: 

“Pervachus barabanus!” 

Steam engulfed his clothes, and after a few moments, they 
were completely dry. 

“Ah, what a wonderful autumn day!” exclaimed Sardanapal, 
turning to his companion. “It's just like the day my head was 
chopped off for the first time! Wouldn't you agree, Meduziya?” 

The Unholy Spirit Studies instructor, Docent Meduziya Gor- 
gonova, grimaced as she ran her fingers up her neck. 

“Ugh! You can expect nothing but dirty tricks from the 
lopukhoids... My head was chopped off too! By some unruly fel- 
low in winged sandals staring into his shield. Back then, I was a 
badly brought-up witch with nightmarish habits, and only you, 
Academician, managed to reform me,” she said. 

Sardanapal's mustache shivered with delight. 

“Stop it! How many times can you possibly thank me for 
that? Sticking your head back on was a piece of cake. It wasn't 
even necessary to use any serious magic, for a commonplace 
corkscrewing spell was sufficient. And, well, if you forewent any 
of your previous habits, praise and honor to you! My services 


were... ahem... minimal... ahem...” 
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“How can you say that?” exclaimed Meduziya. “It was I who 
changed travelers into statues! Anyone who looked at me in- 
stantly turned to stone!” 

“Nonsense! Don’t even think about that! You were just a very 
young girl with a bad case of acne. Because you had pimples, you 
enchanted those poor fools who happened to see you. Frankly 
speaking, I didn’t blame you one bit: those ancient Greeks were 
always sticking their curious noses everywhere. You even went 
to an island to get away from their prying eyes, and still they 
roamed about nearby, swinging their swords. All that it took of 
me was to cure you of those pimples. And then you became 
beautiful! Even Everlast Koscheev constantly blushes whenever 
he comes to Tibidoxs, flying on the skeleton of his faithful 
horse...” 

“That miserable old relic! Forty kilograms of silver-plated 
bones, a golden skull, amber teeth — and all that in armor from 
Paco Grobann!” Meduziya frowned. 

“But you don't disagree that he’s fallen in love with you!” 

Docent Gorgonova blushed with embarrassment. Red spots 
suddenly flared up all over her cheeks, looking something like 
cherries. 

“Sardanapal! I beg you!” she exclaimed reproachfully. 

The academician of Bright Magic's whiskers twitched with 
guilt. 


“Curse this malice! Ever since I accidentally drank some nas- 
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toyka with harpy poison, I just can’t seem to get rid of it. I’ve 
tried dragon liver, a half glass of brilliant green with a drop of 
basilisk bile in the morning and before bed — nothing helps!” he 
complained. 

“Don't beat yourself up. I wasn’t offended. I simply do not 
like it when anyone mentions that name around me...” Meduziya 
softened. “Now, you'd better tell me: were we really dragged all 
the way here from Tibidoxs just to disenchant this squalid man- 
hole that steals keys and coins from passers-by? And don’t try to 
be sneaky. We have, after all, known each other for three thou- 
sand years...” 

Sardanapal looked disapprovingly at his companion and 
blew his nose into a gigantic handkerchief decorated with stars, 
which had suddenly and mysteriously appeared in his hand. The 
stars on the handkerchief winked and clustered in fantastical 
constellations, with the constellation Ara attempting to blow me- 
teorites at the constellation Sagittarius. 

“Meduziya, you're thinking like a sorceress. Put yourself in 
the shoes of an ordinary person. Keys are not junk. People de- 
prived of their keys have a real chance of spending the night ona 
bench and catching a head cold... Like myself, for example.” 

“You have a head cold because you didn't put on a scarf 
when we flew over the ocean... And the needs of the lopukhoids 
concern me very little. Their world is filled with enchanted man- 


holes, insane turnstiles, and basement doors that slam shut by 
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themselves. The unholy spirits don’t sit idly by. As soon as we 
leave here, this manhole will be enchanted all over again. And 
there's nothing we can do about it.” 

Seeing that his companion was becoming agitated, Academi- 
cian Sardanapal blew gently on his handkerchief and it melted 
away in his palm, having first turned into a midnight blue wash- 
cloth. 

“Pardon me, Meduziya. Recently, I've come to suspect that 
someone has also enchanted my sense of humor. I haven't yet 
ruled out that it was those Tajik jinn whom I forbade from ar- 
ranging dust storms... Hmm... You saw the man, the one who just 
came out of that entrance?” 

“Yes, I saw him. But how did you know? I mean, you were 
underground!” 

Sardanapal smiled mysteriously: 

“Oh, if I want to see something, a few meters of asphalt 
won't stop me. What did you think of him?” 

“An extremely unpleasant type... Brr... Even from a 
lopukhoid, I'd usually expect better.” 

“Now, now, Meduziya, don't be so harsh. At least out of re- 
spect for Leopold Grotter’s memory.” 

“LEOPOLD GROTTER? Did he know him?” exclaimed 
Meduziya, shocked. 

Sardanapal nodded. 


“That’s one way of putting it. He's his relative. And a rather 
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close one at that — all in all, his grandmother's sister’s second 
cousin once removed. Naturally, the lopukhoids would consider 
them barely even related, but you and I both know the formula 
of mage-kinship from Astrocactus the Paranoidal!” 

“He's one of Grotter’s relatives! So that’s why we...” 

“Shh!” The academician suddenly raised his finger to his lips, 
ordering Meduziya to be quiet. Both ends of his mustache sprang 
up at once and pointed at the manhole. 

Nodding, Meduziya noiselessly stole up to the manhole and, 
crouching down, sharply thrust her hand into it. In that same 
moment, a disturbing screech was heard from the well. 

“There’s something in here! I’ve got it! Stop that...!” shouted 
the Unholy Spirit Studies instructor. 

When Meduziya's hand resurfaced, her fingers were firmly 
clenching the ear of a small maiden with green hair and an un- 
even, violet nose. The feet of the hissing maiden were strange: 
flat and very much like flippers. The captive hissed, spat, clicked 
her triangular teeth, and attempted to kick Gorgonova, first with 
her right flipper, then her left, then both alternately. 

“Tl gill you dead! Let me go! I'll peg out your eyes! I'll glaw 
you to shreds! Phooey to you! Ptooey, too!” she screamed furi- 
ously. 

“Look at that — a young kikimora! Curious specimen, rather 
large...” Chernomorov commented, scrutinizing Meduziya's catch 


with interest. 
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“Not another unholy spirit!” Meduziya winced in disgust. 
“Sometimes I start to doubt whether The Nothing One has really 
disappeared. First, someone sent that Macabre Griffon, and now 
there’s this monstrosity... Hey, stop fussing!” 

“Ga-a-ah! A monstrosity, you got that right! Let go of me, you 
ugly grone! Gitz my own business why I’m here! Geep your nose 
out of it. Phooey to you!” the young kikimora shrieked, never 
abandoning her attempts to kick Meduziya with her flippers. 
This made it necessary to hold her at arm’s length, which wasn’t 
easy given how the kikimora was quite plump. 

“Stop wailing! Who sent you? Speak!” Meduziya demanded 
sternly. 

“Won't get me to gab! Glueless old hag! And now I thing I'll 
put a gurse on you! You'd loog great in a goffin!” the young 
kikimora squealed angrily, trying to accompany her words with 
well-aimed spit. 

Gorgonova glared sternly at the kikimora with her piercing 
eyes. 

“So would you!” she said threateningly. 

“I'll speag as reguested!” The sly kikimora instantly changed 
her tune and proceeded to sorrowfully relate that she was but a 
miserable orphan, and how could anyone hurt an orphan like 
her? 

“Mmm, you hurt yourself, little orphan!” Sardanapal chuck- 


led. The academician pretended to bring his finger toward the 
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kikimora’s mouth, and immediately her sharp, triangular teeth 
snapped like a trap. Had Sardanapal not jerked his hand back, it 
would have been down one finger. 

“She won't tell us anything. I know her type. But she's not 
going about her own business here, that much is certain. Maybe 
we should preserve her in alcohol for a museum somewhere. 
Then she won't be able to inform on us to anyone,” proposed the 
Unholy Spirit Studies instructor, vigorously shaking the young 
kikimora by her ears. 

“Ga-a-a-a-ah! I don't want to get pigled! I'll geep guiet! The 
guietest guiet you never heard!” The kikimora cried blue murder 
at the top of her lungs. 

“No need, Meduziya. Bottling her away won't be the least bit 
necessary. I shall make it so she forgets everything.” With an 
adroitness you would have never expected from an awkward, 
phlegmatic man with a potbelly, Sardanapal grabbed the 
kikimora by a flipper, and blowing into her ear, pronounced in an 
undertone: 

“Sklerotikus marazmatikus! Polnissimo debilissimo!” 

After this, he coolly unclenched his fingers, dropping the spy 
onto the grass. For a while, the green maiden shook her head fu- 
riously, clearly in a state of great confusion. She looked blankly at 
Sardanapal and Meduziya without the slightest interest. After 
taking a few wobbly steps across the lawn, the young kikimora 


partially regained her senses, snorted contemptuously, and wad- 
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dled toward the manhole before jumping inside like a soldier. 
From the manhole splashed a minuscule fountain of water, sev- 
eral bad words were heard — and then there was complete si- 
lence. 

“She swam away,” said Sardanapal, indicating the direction 
with the green end of his mustache. 

“All these unholy spirits get terribly tiresome. It’s high time 
we put a spell on them so they can't go poking around the 
lopukhoid realm anymore. They could upset the equilibrium of 
forces one day, and then things would go very badly for all of us.” 
Meduziya clicked her tongue anxiously. 

Sardanapal easily brushed off her concerns. 

“Nonsense, Meduziya. You're exaggerating, as always. Unholy 
spirits are confused creatures, arising from the chaos that has 
been partially preserved since the times of paganism. Yes, there 
are many unholy spirits — dozens of times more than there are 
of us mages, bright and dark — but they were never able to 
agree on anything among themselves. As far back as I can re- 
member, unholy spirits have always violated prohibitions, played 
dirty tricks on the lopukhoids, and rattled the equilibrium. But 
as long as the hair of Drevnir is intact and the Gates still stand, 
nothing threatens our world. Not even from the side of the dark 
mages, whom we will in no way smoke out from Tibidoxs.” 

“But what about The Nothing One?” 


“It’s true, she was the only one who ever managed to orga- 
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nize the unholy spirits and set them against us. Moreover, she 
nearly succeeded in forcing us mages to surrender our positions 
to her. If not for Leopold Grotter and his newborn daughter...” 

“Not only Grotter. You were never afraid of her, Academi- 
cian! Even when she was in power!” 

Sardanapal shyly blushed pink: 

“Oh, you know! I was always ready to say her true name out 
loud: Chuma-del-Tort! Do you see? CHUMA-DEL-TORT! And 
nothing terrible happens!” 

No sooner had the academician's resounding voice bounced 
against the labyrinthine high-rise behind them than a loggia 
window on the third floor exploded into smithereens as a gleam- 
ing iron smashed through it, whipping itself with its cord. 
Whistling through the air, it aimed right for Sardanapal's head. 
Grabbing at the hems of his cloak, the academician briskly 
jumped aside and muttered something. In that same moment, 
the iron turned to steam. 

“Did you see that? The Nothing One tried to kill you!” 
Meduziya exclaimed with fright. 

“Nonsense. Chuma is long gone, the old biddy... One of her 
old incantations was activated, that’s all... She has thousands of 
them scattered about everywhere.” Sardanapal smiled and 
stepped on the surviving cord of the iron, which was attempting 
to wrap around his leg. 


Meduziya shuddered with disgust. By some unknown 
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means, in her slender hand there appeared a lorgnette with 
which she examined the parts of the destroyed iron. 

“What an abomination! Another of the lopukhoids’ nasty in- 
ventions... Let's get going! There's nothing more for us to do 
here.” 

Chernomorov shook his head: 

“And that is where you're mistaken. It has come time now to 
carry out the most unpleasant and difficult part of our mission. I 
started telling you about it, but we were interrupted. We must... 
no matter how hard it is for us... leave Tanya with that man you 
saw earlier” 

Meduziya Gorgonova recoiled. Her disheveled copper-red 
hair suddenly stood on end and hissed. Had a random passer-by 
who knew not of Meduziya’s long ago past seen her at that in- 
stant, they would have sworn they had just seen a ball of wrig- 
gling snakes. 

“WHAT?! Did I hear you correctly? You want to hand over 
Leopold Grotter's daughter to that pitiful lopukhoid? The girl 
who miraculously was able to survive in a struggle with The 
Nothing One? The girl who made The Nothing One disappear af- 
ter their encounter?” 

Catching the angry notes in Meduziya's voice, the academi- 
cian hastily turned away so as not to accidentally look in her 
eyes. You can ward off ancient magic, but it still has its side ef- 


fects. 
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“Meduziya, we have no other choice,” he said softly. “There’s 
simply nothing else we can do. I swear by the hair of Drevnir, I 
would rather let my mustache be shaved off and my beard 
trimmed than give Grotter's daughter to that lopukhoid, but... we 
must, we simply must do it for the good of all Tibidoxs.” 

“But why?” exclaimed Meduziya. “Why?” 

The greatest of the mages sat down on a pile of leaves and 
stretched out his legs in their old-fashioned, faded stockings. The 
last time he had been in the human world was during the reign 
of Ekaterina II, and now, trying to dress fashionably, he was a bit 
off-target. 

“T shall tell you everything that happened that night. You re- 
member three days ago when it all happened, that terrible thun- 
derstorm that broke out...” 

“clearly of magic origin. Even now, we still don't know who 
sent it,” added Meduziya. 

“Precisely. On that night, in through the window of the main 
tower of Tibidoxs (where, as you know, my alchemical labora- 
tory is located) flew a shivering little cupid in soaking wet red 
suspenders,” Sardanapal reported. 

His mustache immediately formed two little hearts. It de- 
lighted in teasing its master a little. Hiding a smile, Docent Gor- 
gonova licked her lips. 

“A cupid? Came to see you? After all, a cupid means amour, 


and amour...” 
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The mustache straightened out, offended. The right end 
even tried to flick Meduziya on the nose, but it couldn't quite 
reach. 

“I know perfectly well what a cupid means,” Sardanapal said 
dryly. “I should hardly get them confused with harpies, nor with 
domovoys, nor with the members of the Tibidoxs drakonbol 
team. Let it be known to you that the purpose of his visit was far 
from romantic. In this dull century, love has increasingly become 
all too often expressed over the telephone. The arrows of amour 
no longer pierce anyone; their skin has become painfully thick. 
And so these wretched cupids keep busy by delivering mail. 
They have to earn their nectar and ambrosia somehow. So, this 
little cupid wrung out his wet suspenders and handed me a let- 
ter from Leopold Grotter.” 

“Grotter's last letter!” exclaimed Meduziya. Her irony evapo- 
rated immediately. “But you never told anybody...” 

Sardanapal's mustache swished with the speed of an auto- 
motive windshield wiper, showing that this was the most serious 
of all secrets. 

“Of course I haven't told anybody. And you will soon see why. 
I shall tell the truth only to those whom I absolutely trust. I sent 
the little cupid on to warm up in the Russian banya — to tell the 
truth, I’m rather glad the cyclopes installed one in the basement, 
although someday their steam room will certainly explode — 


and immediately began reading the letter. It was very laconic: 
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Grotter reported that after countless failures, he had finally suc- 
ceeded in creating the Talisman of the Four Elements.” 

Meduziya's pupils narrowed. She looked anxiously at the 
manhole, checking to see if any curious, uneven faces were peer- 
ing out. 

“I must be losing my mind,” she muttered, stunned. “The Tal- 
isman of the Four Elements, containing the forces of fire, air, 
earth, and water! A talisman that gives the one who bears it 
enormous power. The one who wields that talisman might even 
be able to challenge the likes of... The Nothing...” 

“Yes, Chuma-del-Tort,” courageously revised Sardanapal, in- 
voluntarily glancing up to see if another iron would come 
whistling down. “Grotter wrote that in order to create the talis- 
man, he used one hundred forty-seven various components, 
among which, I assume, carnelian and mouse tears must have 
been present... Well, the rest of the secret he took with him to 
the grave...” 

“And the talisman... Have you got it?” Meduziya asked excit- 
edly. 

“The talisman was lost. It disappeared in a most incredible 
way. But you haven't heard the rest... As soon as the thunder- 
storm was over, I boarded the jet divan and flew to see Leopold 
Grotter.” 


“You flew on the jet divan?” 


2? 19 >> 


Chernomorov was embarrassed. But, however, it cannot be 
said very much so. 

“Yes, I know what you're about to say: some of the students, 
especially those in the Dark department, might have spotted and 
laughed at me. Still: the academician — the laureate of the Magic 
Suspenders Award, the legendary head of Tibidoxs — flew about 
on a torn-up divan with plucked chicken wings... A divan from 
which copper springs stick out... But it was already quite late by 
then and no one saw me... Besides, why would anyone have been 
watching? Perhaps someone might have looked out a window af- 
ter hearing a very small crash... Mmm... True, I happened to 
plunge through the stained glass window in the Hall of Two 
Forces, but after all, that glass had been crumbling for some 
time... Still, it had been there for seven hundred years...” 

What a disaster! And here I thought the stained glass window 
had been shattered by lightning! thought Meduziya. 

“At first I wanted to use the flying carpet, but leaving on the 
carpet in such damp weather would have been a waste: the 
moths had gotten to it. Besides, the jet divan is almost one and a 
half times faster... And as for the seven-league boots, I needn't 
even explain. Ever since they were hexed, their landing accuracy 
has been off by almost twenty versts... Oh, of course I could have 
taken a propeller mop or a flying vacuum cleaner, but you know 
perfectly well how uncomfortable those are. During long flights, 


they make my back go numb, and the absence of a baggage com- 
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partment prevents one from taking even the smallest of bundles 
with oneself.” 

The Unholy Spirit Studies instructor sighed to herself. 
They’d long since grown accustomed to the eccentricities of Aca- 
demician Sardanapal at Tibidoxs. He could easily, having mixed 
up epochs, show up for classes in a Roman toga, or accidentally 
set someone's earwax on fire after mistaking it for candle wax. 
And, of course, there was that incident when the academician 
put a guest from Bald Mountain into a three-month-long sleep 
after mistakenly reciting a gopher hibernation spell to him in- 
stead of a welcoming speech. But whatever else might be said 
about him, he was nevertheless still the greatest mage since 
Drevnir. 

“Are you listening to me, Meduziya? It seems to me you have 
other things on your mind!” The academician cast a reproachful 
glance at his companion, who, alarmed, belatedly realized she 
had forgotten to protect her thoughts with a shielding spell. 
(When dealing with a powerful mage, you should never overlook 
even the smallest details.) 

“So, I flew to Leopold’s,” continued Sardanapal. “The wind 
was favorable, so it took no more than three hours for me to get 
there. Before even reaching his place, I could see that a swarm of 
unholy spirits had crowded around his house. Their behavior 
was most peculiar: they muttered incomprehensibly, moaned, 


walked around in circles, and seemed all-around quite miser- 
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able. Upon noticing me, they dispersed in a matter of minutes. 
You know these spirits: first there are many of them, then sud- 
denly, all at once, there are none at all...” 

“And none of them even tried to attack?” Meduziya was as- 
tonished. 

“Absolutely none. I couldn't believe my eyes. Only Chuma- 
del-Tort could have gathered so many unholy spirits in one 
place, but she certainly would not have missed the chance to set- 
tle her accounts with me. Therein lay the mystery: not long ago, 
the unholy spirits were ready to tear us to shreds, but now it's as 
if they've forgotten we even exist... They occupy themselves only 
with their own petty squabbles.” 

“And then you supposed that The Nothing One had disap- 
peared?” 

“Well, I wasn’t entirely sure of that yet, but I had started to 
suspect as much. I approached Leopold's house and knocked — 
no answer. Then I pushed on the door and it opened. Or rather, it 
fell from that single touch. Everything in the house had been 
turned upside down. Load-bearing walls had collapsed, the rail- 
ings were charred, and only splinters remained of the furniture. 
It looked like someone endowed with monstrous magical power 
had uttered the spell of total annihilation. I rushed to the labora- 
tory. It had suffered most of all. Even the granite boulder that 
had served as a table for Leopold’s experiments crumbled to 


dust as soon as I touched it...” Sardanapal's voice faltered. “Grot- 
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ter and his wife, Sofya... they were already beyond help. Even 
from me, though, as you know, Meduziya, I know a little about 
magic. But here comes the miracle: in the middle of the labora- 
tory, on the floor cratered by incantations, amid the crumbling 
plaster, lay the case for their double bass, and in it — a tiny girl, 
their daughter... We knew the Grotters well, Meduziya. They 
were people of art, mages who dealt with lofty matters. Magic 
and music — that's what they lived for. For their child, they had 
not even a carriage; she got along with just that double bass 
case. Fearing the little girl was also dead, I bent down over the 
case and — another miracle! — there she was, sleeping serenely, 
the silver scorpion of Chuma-del-Tort clutched in her hand...” 

Meduziya drew herself up sharply. Her copper-red hair 
hissed like snakes again. 

“But how? Was it really the same assassin scorpion The 
Nothing One sent to sting her victims when she wanted to relish 
in their torment?” 

“Yes. But he couldn't injure the little girl, although I did no- 
tice two red specks on the tip of her nose. It looked as though the 
scorpion had stung her right in her mole. Even a light sting 
would usually have been enough to kill an adult mage... yet she, 
this tiny baby, simply crushed him. This year-old girl handled the 
silver scorpion without even waking up.” 


“It’s incredible that she survived. But perhaps the scorpion’s 
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poison had expired? Or had already been used up?” Gorgonova 
asked skeptically. 

“No, there was plenty of poison still left. And Chuma-del- 
Tort didn’t keep expired scorpions around. But even if we forget 
about the scorpion, something else remains: the spell of total an- 
nihilation — that formidable white flash that burns up every- 
thing in sight — that, too, failed to cause Tanya any harm. And 
indeed, that kind of magic is not the sort that affects only selec- 
tive things. It destroys everything and everyone nearby, save for 
the one who casts the spell.” 

A tear rolled down Meduziya's cheek and fell onto the heap 
of maple leaves. The leaves began to smoke. That unknown folk 
storyteller who first called a woman's tears flammable undoubt- 
edly knew a sorceress. 

“Those poor, unlucky Grotters! And what became of the Tal- 
isman of the Four Elements?” sobbed Meduziya. 

“I was never able to find it,” said Sardanapal. “Neither 
Leopold nor his wife Sofya, nor their child had it... It was 
nowhere in the house. Most likely it was destroyed by the spell, 
along with all of Grotter’s other inventions. True, at first I sus- 
pected Chuma-del-Tort had taken it away with her, but had that 
been the case, we would have known about it by now. No, she's 
definitely disappeared, and the strange behavior of the unholy 


spirits is the best confirmation of that. I don’t know what hap- 
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pened in the Grotters' house, but that tiny girl did what no other 
mage could do... She stopped The Nothing One...” 

Having only now noticed the burning leaves under her feet, 
Meduziya pronounced a few magic words, accompanying them 
with a sign that she traced in the air with her magic ring. The fire 
went out. Traces of Meduziya's sign hung weakly in the air for 
some time. She irritably waved them away with her hand. 

“But why do you want to give the girl to that man? Why send 
her to the lopukhoid realm? Shouldn't we raise her in Tibidoxs?” 
she asked in frustration. 

“Meduziya, have you forgotten what sort of a place Tibidoxs 
is? You of all people should know it’s absolutely no place for a 
baby. Just imagine it: a baby suddenly living in Tibidoxs? 

“And what if the Eyeless Horror happens upon her? Or, say, 
Pelmennik misplaces his Coffin Quilt, and just like the last time, 
it goes lurking about dark stairways, waiting to pounce on tardy 
pupils? And what about the cyclopes, who riot every full moon? 
Or Mangler — whon, by the way, you had absolutely no right to 
release from that red-hot cavern in the Earth's core where he 
was being imprisoned?” 

“He promised he’d give up all his bad habits and become our 
doorkeeper. You yourself know that the cyclopes are hardly reli- 
able. Those dimwits have heads like sieves,” said Meduziya, justi- 
fying herself. “And then... Well, you know what happened then...” 


“Exactly... The invisible Mangler now roams the corridors of 
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Tibidoxs, howling, wheezing, and doing whatever he pleases, and 
we can't even catch him because he can only be reflected in the 
Mirror of the Fates, and he doesn't show his nose around there!” 
Sardanapal shouted angrily. “And you want me to bring the Grot- 
ters’ daughter to Tibidoxs?” 

“But I can put up guard spells! The most powerful guard 
spells, which neither Mangler nor Karachun nor the Wooden 
Woman nor the Eyeless Horror could get past. And the Phantom 
Wheelchair and fluttering Coffin Quilt are of no real concern. 
They’re only capable of harming neophytes who don’t know the 
fending spell...” Meduziya said with contempt. 

“And a newborn girl, in your opinion, would be able to use 
such a spell?” 

“No, of course not. But, Sardanapal, we could always bathe 
her in the Warding Bath, and then...” 

The academician of Bright Magic interrupted her: 

“Yes, I agree. We could. The Coffin Quilt is of little concern. 
The Wheelchair, too. The Freezing Mantraps and Strangler Stat- 
ues are probably just as harmless. But the Hidden Basement? Is 
the Disappearing Floor nothing to worry about? We still don't 
know what became of those two poor saps who managed to 
wend their way there. And finally, what about the Gates of Hor- 
ror?” 

Meduziya shuddered. 

“You're right, Sardanapal,” she said, defeated. “I had forgot- 
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ten about the Hidden Basement and the Gates of Horror... But 
this is the Grotters' daughter we’re talking about! The little girl 
who managed to survive an encounter with The Nothing One, 
who withstood...” 

The academician interrupted her again: 

“We don't know how she managed that, but we do know 
what it cost Leopold and Sofya. And to expose that little girl to 
danger again... Besides that...” Here Sardanapal paused for a 
long time. “There is another reason... It's extremely important 
that Tanya not be anywhere near Tibidoxs. At least, she must not 
go there for as long as possible...” 

“Why not?!” Meduziya exclaimed hotly. 

Sardanapal gave her an admonishing look. 

“I cannot tell you that yet, even though I trust you more than 
anyone else. But it is the same reason Grotter did not stay on at 
Tibidoxs, but rather took Sofya and their child into that wilder- 
ness where other than marsh kikimory, werewolves, and unholy 
spirits, you would never meet anyone. And this was Grotter 
we're talking about — with his metropolitan education, excellent 
punctilio, and daily habit of making music. Do you understand, 
Meduziya?” 

Docent Gorgonova nodded sadly, realizing that whatever 
had driven Grotter into the wilderness and forced him to leave 
Tibidoxs in the prime of his career had to have been very seri- 


ous. 
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“Well then, it's decided... Tonight, we shall return here with 
the child and leave her with German Durnev and his wife. The 
sight of a poor orphan couldn't possibly fail to touch their 
hearts... They'll bring her up along with their own daughter. The 
girls are the same age; they'll be happier together. Come along, 
Meduziya! It's time! A-a-a-a-chh!” The academician suddenly 
sneezed so deafeningly, all the constellations were blown off his 
handkerchief at once, and the telephone booth that stood out- 
side the apartment house toppled over with a crash. 

“I told you you'd catch a cold!” Meduziya chastised him. 

“Nonsense!” Sardanapal said angrily. “Stop fussing over my 
health! Anyone who has had his head chopped off three times 
needs not be afraid of a commonplace runny nose... Achchch!” 

The academician of Bright Magic wrapped himself tightly in 
his orange cloak, and decisively treading on his own beard, 
marched past the neighboring houses to a small public garden. 
His restless mustache beat in time with his steps: one-two, one- 
two. Meduziya followed after him. 

The multitude of passers-by who filled the street at that 
hour and hurried about their business paid them very little at- 
tention. And what, after all, should have aroused their curiosity, 
when all they saw was a shaggy mongrel and, a little further off, 
a thin, elegant borzoi with a long muzzle? Cooking up a pair of 
disguise spells was child’s play for the seasoned magicians. 


Having taken thirty steps, Academician Sardanapal awk- 
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wardly jumped up, clicked his knees together mid-air, and, mut- 
tering an incantation, vanished into thin air. Meduziya, unlike 
her mentor, did not possess the ability to instantaneously disap- 
pear from the human realm. She reached the public garden and 
took from behind some bushes a child's rocking horse painted 
with Khokhloma patterns. After verifying that all twelve amulets 
were in place (without which the horsey simply would not have 
been able to take off), she climbed aboard and, abruptly taking to 
the skies, disappeared among the cumulus clouds. 

It was fascinating how even on a ridiculous children's rock- 
ing horse, Docent Gorgonova managed to appear majestic, all 
while also on the lookout for a certain vulture. If somewhere 
along the way the Macabre Griffon crossed her path, the poor 
wretch would be in trouble. But then, he was already dead, so he 
had nothing to lose. 

The sun yawned lazily and rose over the rooftops. The un- 


usual day continued. 


e 
German Durnev had one hundred and seventeen bad moods. If 
the first mood could be described as only slightly bad, then the 
last, the one hundred and seventeenth, was equivalent to a good 
force eight storm. It was in this one hundred and seventeenth 
foul mood that the head of SECOND-HAND SOCKS returned home 


that day. 
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On the road, it constantly seemed to him the other vehicles 
were moving too slowly, and every now and then he pounded on 
the horn with his fist. At the same time, he twice imagined the 
sound of the horn was too quiet, and so, sticking his head out the 
window, he bellowed: 

“Hey, what are you, a snail? Get out of the way, out of the 
way! Do I have to go over there and knock some sense into you 
myself? Do you want to give a sick man a heart attack?” (Need- 
less to say, Durnev considered himself a sick man.) 

The main reason German Nikitich's mood had so severely 
deteriorated was the persistent feeling some strange and myste- 
rious forces were pursuing him and making him into a laughing- 
stock. It had all started that morning when he had just left for 
work. Along the way there, something began to rumble in the 
trunk of his car so loudly, it made his car jump, but when he 
pulled over to check, it turned out the trunk was empty. When 
Durnev got back behind the wheel, he found a photo of himself 
clipped from a magazine stuck to the windshield of his car. More- 
over, it appeared as if the clipping had been soaked in a puddle 
and then thrown onto the glass by the wind... 

The firm director was so alarmed that when he snatched it 
off, his trembling fingers accidentally tore the photograph, rip- 
ping off part of his head. Perceiving this as a bad omen for him, 
German Nikitich immediately swallowed thirty tablets of 


SERENITY and washed them down with a bottle of valerian drops. 
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When he finally arrived at his office, he found his wastebas- 
ket had been overturned, and all the trash from it unceremoni- 
ously shaken out onto the carpet. And not only had it been 
shaken out, it had also been infused with something rancid. The 
enraged Durnev immediately fired the cleaning woman, al- 
though she swore she hadn't even gone into his office yet. 

Opening the safe to take out the company seal, he saw a pale 
mushroom with a thin stalk, which, when he reached out his 
hand toward it, spread a sticky, indelible mucus across his pa- 
pers. After this episode, German Nikitich collapsed into his arm- 
chair and sat in it for a long time, sweating and grinding his teeth 
to teeny-tiny bits. 

“Twenty-five... Twenty-six... I'm not at all nervous... What 
are you staring at me for? Get back to work! Didn't I ask for a 
price list for old toothbrushes?” he shouted at an employee who 
had timidly looked in on him. 

The unfortunate employee slipped into his tiny cubicle 
(which smelled of moth-eaten sweaters and worn-out jeans), 
collapsed into his chair, and nearly died from horror. 

Needless to say, by that evening, Durnev was completely on 
edge. 

“Pour me something to drink... You'll see, soon something 
bad will happen!” he moaned the moment he got home. 


Unlike his office, which was literally crammed from floor to 
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ceiling with depreciated junk and worn-out things, everything in 
Durnev’s apartment was brand new. 

German Nikitich's wife, Ninel, was as thick as her husband 
was thin. When she slept, her rumpled cheeks spread out over 
the pillows, and her body, when covered with a white blanket, 
bore a resemblance to a snowy mountain down which one could 
go skiing. 

“Ah, Germanchik, it's all in your imagination! Don’t worry so! 
You're as green as a New Year tree! Now, let me kiss you on your 
little cheek!” Ninel cooed in her lush bass voice, comforting her 
husband by patting his frail back with her ring-studded hand. 

“Phooey! Enough with this mush!” grunted German Nikitich. 
Nevertheless, his bad mood dissipated a little, jumping down 
from number one hundred and seventeen to sixty-six, and then 
to fifty. 

After dinner, Durnev had cheered up so much, in fact, that 
he wanted to play with his year-old daughter. Penelopa, or Pipa 
as her parents affectionately called her, had inherited from her 
mammy beetling eyebrows and the figure of a suitcase, and from 
her pappy close-set eyes, protruding ears, and sparse, whitish 
hair. Naturally, the Durnevs doted on her and considered their 
Pipa to be the world’s number one beauty. 

The heiress of the Durnev family sat in her playpen, fully 


concentrating on breaking her doll. Three other baby dolls were 
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already lying decapitated on the floor, their heads, impaled on 
rattles, used to decorate the playpen. 

“What a clever girl! Soon she will be a director, just like her 
daddy!” remarked the proud Durnev. 

He leaned over the playpen and tried to kiss the top of Pipa’s 
head. The girl grabbed her papa by his hair with her right hand, 
and with her left, which was clutching a plastic spade, began to 
saw through his neck, obviously intending to do the same thing 
to him that she'd done to her dolls. 

“What a little paw! Such a wonderful child!” Daddy wheezed. 

He freed his hair with some difficulty, and, just in case, 
backed away from the playpen to where she could not reach or 
spit on him. Pipa threw her spade at him with considerable 
force, but it only succeeded in knocking the vase off the televi- 
sion set, immediately smashing it into a hundred little pieces. 

“Oy, what a strong daughter we have! And with such great 
aim!” Ninel squealed with delight. 

“Careful... She’s taking off her boot!” warned Durnev, pre- 
emptively covering his head with his hands to guard against the 
rather heavy potential projectile. 

At that moment, a call was suddenly paid on the apartment. 
The buzzer, which usually squalled mockingly, was now emitting 
a loud, almost triumphant trill. Durnev and his wife both started 
at once. 


“Are you expecting someone, my little rat?” asked Ninel. 
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“No, no one. Are you?” 

“Also no one...” answered Ninel, following German to the 
peephole. 

Pipa threw her boot at them, but the laces wrapped them- 
selves around her wrist, and the boot circled back and hit her on 
the nose. Pipa blared like a steamboat siren. 

Meanwhile, German looked through the peephole. He saw 
no one there, even though the buzzer, which did not fall silent 
for a second, continued to insistently demand they open the 
door. 

“Hey, who's out there? I'm warning you: I don't like jokes!” 
Durnev barked. Arming himself with a hammer, he stepped out 
onto the landing. Suddenly, he made a face like that of an old lady 
who, by mistake, has pet a Nile crocodile instead of a poodle. 

In front of the door, barely able to fit on the narrow landing, 
lay an enormous case for a double bass. The case was exception- 
ally old and sheathed with very thick, rough leather that at the 
same time also looked somehow like scales. If German Nikitich 
had been a little more erudite, or if, for example, he had had the 
habit of leafing through books, he would easily have recognized 
this skin as the kind artists always depict on dragons. In addi- 
tion, a small copper label was riveted to the convex handle of the 
case, the half-faded Latin letters on which read: 

“gic ...trument of the mage, Feo...: drums, ...ble basses, etc.” 


But Durnev hadn't the least desire to examine the case, 
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much less the inscription on it. He saw only that a large and ex- 
tremely suspicious object had been left on his doorstep, and fig- 
ured the one who had left it there was most likely now running 
away. 

Losing his slippers, German Nikitich awkwardly jumped 
over the case, and leaping out onto the stairs, howled down into 
the echoing void: 

“Hey, you there! Hey! Take back your suspicious thingamajig 
— I'm calling the militsiya! No one plants a bomb on my 
doorstep!” 

No one responded to his cry. Durnev, who had thrust his 
head through the railing, fancied for a brief moment that a 
shadow had flickered several floors below. Then the outer door 
slammed and all went quiet. The SECOND-HAND Socks firm direc- 
tor realized that the rogues who had planted the mysterious 
whatever-it-was had escaped. 

After screaming out another pair of threats, German Nikitich 
slunk back. The case was still there. Before going any further, 
Durnev squatted down and rested his head in his hands. 

“Ninel, Ninel, come here — look what they left us!” he called 
out plaintively. 

His wife’s round, fat-cheeked head peeped out of the apart- 
ment. Ninel was clutching a Tefal frying pan, seized for the same 
reason for which her husband had armed himself with a ham- 


mer. 
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“Look — it's a case!” she said, astonished. 

“Don't try to touch it! I’m sure there's a bomb inside it!” Ger- 
man Nikitich wailed. 

At that moment, a strange sound came from the case. The 
Durnevs decided it was the ticking of a clock. 

“It’s about to blow! Get down!” shouted the head of SECOND- 
HAND Socks as he quickly started crawling away. His wife flopped 
onto the linoleum, shielding her head with the Tefal frying pan. 

But the expected explosion did not follow. Instead, the de- 
manding cry of a baby came from inside the case. Exchanging 
amazed glances, Durnev and his wife crept up to the case. The 
old lock clicked, the lid opened... 

“Ahh! Do you see that? It's a child!” exclaimed Ninel, coming 
face to face with her husband. 

“Better it were a bomb!” groaned German Nikitich. 

Inside the case, on a thoughtfully placed red blanket, lay a 
little girl with curly hair. On the tip of her nose she had a little 
mole the size of a grain of buckwheat. The baby had just woken 
up and was now crying loudly from hunger, vigorously drum- 
ming her arms and legs against the double bass case. 

Ninel scrunched up her face in disgust: 

“No, I will not take her into my home! What if she’s conta- 
gious? She’s disease-ridden for sure! Look at that suspicious 


spot on her nose! Just the thought of her climbing into Pipa’s 
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crib makes my skin crawl. But we can’t just leave her here either. 
The neighbors will come running...” 

“Oh, of course we won't just leave her here! We are humane 
people! We'll hand the girl over to a nursery, and when she 
grows up, they'll send her to a children’s home! There she'll be 
trained to paint fences, sweep streets, and do hundreds of other 
remarkable professions!” Durnev said cheerfully. 

Having gathered up his slippers (which had been scattered 
about the landing), he was already rushing to the telephone 
when his wife suddenly exclaimed: 

“Look, my little rat, there's a letter! Over there, tied to the 
child's wrist! ...Don’t swing your arms, you little toad! I'll get it 
off all the same!” 

Bending over, Ninel disdainfully pried off the envelope. In it 
was enclosed a photograph, the sight of which made German 
Nikitich break out in beads of sweat. Two boys were captured in 
the photograph: one pale, gaunt, with a sour and sinister face; 
the other thoughtful and sad, with a large nose and red curls. 

“Oh no!” Durnev groaned. “It’s a picture of me and Lenchik 
Grotter, my grandmother's sister’s second cousin once removed. 
Here, look: I’m trying to whack him on the forehead with my toy 
truck, and he’s just staring through that damn telescope of his! 
No wonder today was so rotten. Is this girl really his daughter? If 
so, we have to take her in, or that'll be the end of my political ca- 


reer! You know, Ninel, I want to run for deputy...” 
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Hearing that the girl could stay with them, his wife swelled 
up so much with anger, she could barely fit on the landing. 

“You NEVER told me ABOUT LENCHIK GROTTER!” she 
shrieked angrily. 

Durnev coughed uneasily. 

“Well, actually, his name’s not Lenchik; it’s Leopold... My 
grandmother called him Lenchik... Oh, there was a real good-for- 
nothing. Not my grandmother, of course, but that Grotter! As 
children, we hated each other fiercely. We fought every time we 
met. Actually, truth be told, I was the one who’d pummel him 
while he mainly just sat in the corner or leafed through his idi- 
otic books. He was always doing all sorts of ridiculous things: he 
hung around with hedgehogs, then learned to speak in the lan- 
guage of cats — and they set him before me as a role model! And 
then what do you think happened? At ten years old he hot-wired 
his first motorcycle, and then at twelve he robbed a bank! So 
much for trusting the quiet ones!” 

“A twelve-year-old boy robbed a bank?” His wife couldn’t be- 
lieve her ears. 

“Easily. He did it all with computers, without even leaving 
the house — but they found him out. When the militsiya arrived, 
he simply disappeared. Everyone thought he was in his room, so 
they broke down the door, only to find no one there. They 
searched for him everywhere, but they never found him. They 


eventually decided he was dead. I was happier than anyone, be- 
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cause do you know where that jerk transferred all the stolen 
money? To a fund for helping stray dogs!!! No, he didn’t give it to 
me, his own cousin... but to some mongrels...” 

Durnev turned purple with indignation. It seemed as though 
steam were about to burst from his ears and nostrils. 

“Well, anyway, he had disappeared,” he continued, calming 
down a little. “Now listen to the rest: Fifteen years later, I get a 
New Year's postcard from the guy with an idiotic stamp of a 
winged monster on it. I read it, tossed it on a chair, and just like 
that it got lost somewhere before I had time to look at the return 
address. And now this baby! I wonder why on earth Grotter left 
his brat with me?” 

“Look, there's also a newspaper clipping!” exclaimed Ninel, 


who'd thought to look in the envelope again. 


TRAGEDY IN THE MOUNTAINS 

Not a year goes by in which avalanches don't claim new 
lives. 

This time their victims were the archaeologists Sofya 
and Leopold Grotter, who were investigating the burial 
grounds of prehistoric animals in the Tian Shan mountains. 
A huge avalanche literally swept away their tent, which they 
had carelessly pitched on a dangerous part of the slope. So 


far, the bodies of the courageous archaeologists have not 
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been found. Sofya and Leopold are survived by a daughter, 
Tatiana, who now, evidently, will be sent to live with rela- 
tives. 

It is known that shortly before the tragedy, the Grotters 
had succeeded in finding the perfectly preserved remains of 


a saber-toothed tiger. 


“That poor tiger! To be found in connection with such peo- 
ple! At least he was already dead!” Durnev exclaimed with feel- 
ing. 

That was the only regret German Nikitich expressed upon 
learning of the death of his distant cousin. The girl lying in the 
double bass case, who had quieted down while they were read- 
ing the clipping, now began to cry twice as loudly. 

“The way she's crying, it's almost as if she understood!” 
Durnev hesitated. “I bet when she grows up, she'll go to prison! 
Just for the sake of enjoying that spectacle, we'll legalize our 
guardianship over her! Feed her, Ninel! There’s still some ex- 
pired kefir in the refrigerator. We were just going to throw it out 
anyway...” 

And so German Durnev and his wife Ninel became Uncle 
German and Aunt Ninel. Under those impressive names, they 
were at once entered into the reference book, The Thousand 


Most Unpleasant Lopukhoids. 
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Chapter 2 
THE GOLDEN SWORD 


anya Grotter awoke at dawn from the cold. Ice had 

formed on her thin blanket, and the same kind of icy 

crust (if only a little thinner) had also settled over her 
pillow. For a while she lay still, hoping to get warm under the 
damp blanket, but it was no use; all it did was make her more 
cold and miserable. So Tanya threw back the cover and was on 
her feet in a flash, yearning to dive as quickly as possible into the 
apartment, into warmth... 

She yanked on the door once, twice, three times, but it didn’t 
budge. Standing on her tiptoes, Tanya found that the lower bolt 
had been thrown. Pipa was back to her old tricks. The last time 
she locked Tanya out on the loggia, at the beginning of spring, 
Tanya had caught a cold that landed her in the hospital for a 
month and a half with pneumonia. Not that her time in the hos- 
pital had been all that unpleasant, though she was given daily in- 
jections and even put on an IV drip. There, at least, she had been 


warm, and no one ganged up on her thirty times a day. But now, 
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back here at home, it was business as usual once again... 

Tanya started to knock on the glass, but the Durnevs were 
sound asleep in the next room. Only a barrel of gunpowder going 
off in the kitchen would have woken them up. As for Pipa, al- 
though her bed was right there, she only giggled and made horri- 
ble faces at Tanya. No face, however, not even the most disgust- 
ing one, was so horrible as her own regular old horse face (in- 
herited from Papa German) with its blinking, bulbous fish eyes 
(courtesy of Mama Ninel). 

“Hey, you creep, open up right now!” Tanya shouted at Pipa. 

“In your dreams! Sit out there and freeze. Makes no differ- 
ence to me. Sooner or later they'll haul you off to jail, just like 
your dear old daddy... Until then, the very thought of you wan- 
dering around our apartment makes me sick. There’s no telling 
what you might steal,” snorted Pipa. 

She took a framed snapshot from a side table drawer and 
flopped back onto her bed to admire it. Tanya had no idea who 
was in the photo because Pipa always kept it locked up and 
never, even by accident, turned the frame around. Tanya only 
knew for sure that Pipa was madly in love with whomever was in 
the picture. Moreover, she was so in love, she stared at him for at 
least an hour every day. 

“That’s right! Go ahead and show him your pimples!” Tanya 
shouted at her. 


Pipa sniffed furiously. 
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“Well, what are you waiting for! Show him your nose too. 
Just be careful you don’t snort him up with that thing!” Tanya 
shouted again, shivering from the cold. 

While doling out this advice, she scanned the loggia, won- 
dering if she had something to throw at Pipa. And if not, had she 
at least a cord somewhere she could tie in a slip knot, dangle 
through the fortochka, and hook the bolt with? 

The Durnevs had never told Tanya the truth about her par- 
ents. They reveled in taunting the girl with stories of how her 
papa was behind bars, and how her mama had died begging at a 
train station. Uncle German and Aunt Ninel had then taken her 
in, allegedly out of pity. “And clearly that was a mistake! You 
turned out to be even more vulgar than your father!” Uncle Ger- 
man was always sure to add. 

And that was an insolent lie; Tanya was not vulgar — though 
she knew how to stand up for herself. Small, fast, clever, with lit- 
tle ringlets of hair, she could do anything she set her mind to. 
Her sharp tongue cut like a razor. 

“Don’t put your foot in your mouth around that one!” Ninel 
sometimes admitted (though she herself could easily gnaw a leg 
off at the knee and then, to top it off, complain about the taste). 
In reality, Tanya hadn’t a mean bone in her body; it was just that 
with the Durnevs humiliating her every second, there was no 
other way she could have survived. 


From the middle of spring to the middle of autumn, the 
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Durnevs forced Tanya to sleep out on the glassed-in loggia, and 
only when it became unbearably cold was she allowed to move 
to the darkest and most remote room in the Durnevs' apartment. 
In that room, where the vacuum cleaner and stepladder were 
normally kept, there also lived a malicious dachshund named 
Mile Long Stretch. This old, bowlegged kielbasa hated the girl as 
much as the Durnevs themselves did, and to curry favor with her 
masters, she was eternally nipping at Tanya’s heels. 

Ten years had passed since that day when German and his 
wife found the double bass case on their landing. It was autumn 
again, but it was no longer bright and cheerful as it had been 
back then; rather, it was gloomy and rainy. There were frosts at 
night, and in the morning icicles hung off the glassed-in loggia. 
The same exact ice formed on the girl's thin mattress and blan- 
ket. The Durnevs might have let Tanya move into the back room 
again had they not recently been making renovations. 

“Just the thought of that slob lying on the new bed and run- 
ning her fingers over our new wallpaper makes me so anxious, I 
simply can’t eat a thing,” protested Aunt Ninel. 

“Yes, it's a pity we threw out the old sofa... But perhaps she 
could sleep on the floor, on her own mattress,” Uncle German 
would magnanimously suggest when he happened to be in a 
good mood. This, however, was an extremely rare occurrence 
since he had only one good mood and, as you know, one hundred 


and seventeen bad ones... 
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A few years earlier, Uncle German had become a deputy, but 
even though he also headed the Commission on Heartfelt Aid for 
Children and the Disabled, very little about him had changed. In 
fact, he had perhaps gotten even worse. Moreover, another elec- 
tion was just around the corner! Uncle German walked around 
sullen and anxious all the time, but as soon as he went out into 
the street he would put on a smile the way you might put on a 
pair of old and not very clean socks. He had wasted away even 
more from constant worrying. Even stray dogs put their tails be- 
tween their legs and howled pitifully when Uncle German passed 
by. 

Having failed to find anything on the loggia she could use to 
reach the bolt, Tanya became slightly discouraged. She had no in- 
tention, however, of giving Pipa the satisfaction of begging her to 
open the door. 

Just you wait, you miserable dope! You just bought yourself an 
extra five wrong answers on your next homework assignment! she 
thought vengefully. 

Tanya wrapped herself in her blanket, pressed her forehead 
against the glass pane, and looked out into the courtyard. Down 
below, the cars looked as small as beetles. The roofs of the porta- 
ble garages shone silver. The sleep-deprived street sweeper, dis- 
regarding everyone who was still in bed, rattled the lids of trash- 
cans. 


If only I could fly! I'd throw open this window, spread out my 
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arms, and fly far, far away from here, for hundreds, thousands of 
kilometers, to where Papa is! And I would have wings like that leaf 
over there... Tanya thought wistfully. 

As she watched it, the large red leaf, trembling on an other- 
wise barren maple branch, suddenly broke off, rocketed upward 
three whole stories, and stuck to the opposite side of the glass, 
right in front of her face. While she was wondering how on earth 
the leaf, instead of falling down, had flown up, the bolt slid back 
with a loud crack, like the cocking ofa rifle. 

Whipping around, Tanya saw Aunt Ninel, still in her night- 
gown. Rubbing her eyes, Ninel looked at the girl with disgust. 
Over the past ten years she had grown three times fatter, and 
could now only ride in the freight elevator. Just so she could 
squeeze into the kitchen, they’d had to widen the door. 

“What are you still doing out here?” Aunt Ninel asked suspi- 
ciously. 

“What am I...? You can’t be serious... Your Pipa locked me 
out here!” Tanya couldn’t believe her ears. The Durnevs were al- 
ways making her feel guilty. No doubt that was their goal, mak- 
ing her life miserable day after day, year after year. 

“How dare you lie, you ungrateful riffraff!” Aunt Ninel 
barked, as if she hadn't just unbolted the door. “And what's with 
this ‘your Pipa’ routine? And after your cousin gave you her fa- 
vorite pencil case for your birthday?” 


Tanya wanted to point out that the pencil case was old and 
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every pen in it either smeared or didn’t write at all, but decided 
it would be better to not say anything. Particularly seeing as Pipa 
had deliberately taken a blade to the pencil case the very next 
day. 

“What are you just standing there for? Do you think I enjoy 
talking to you? March to the kitchen and sort through the buck- 
wheat! You should be bursting with love — love for food prepa- 
ration!” Aunt Ninel’s blood was boiling. 

Slipping past her, Tanya headed into the Durnevs' shiny, sky 
blue-tiled kitchen, and pouring the buckwheat out on the table, 
began sifting out the dark grains. To tell the truth, the buckwheat 
was already perfectly fine, but Uncle German and Aunt Ninel 
were obsessed with organic food, ultra-pure water, and other 
such things. There were seven water filters in the kitchen alone. 
Granted, the Durnevs still forced Tanya to drink from the tap so 
as not to waste filter cartridges on her, but she didn't put up with 
that for long and began periodically filling their kettle with wa- 
ter from the toilet tank. 

Reluctantly sorting through the buckwheat, the girl raised 
her head now and then and stole sideways glances at her reflec- 
tion in the big nickel-plated hood above the stove. The hood was 
new like everything else in the kitchen, and it reflected every- 
thing in its shiny surface as if it were a mirror (albeit curved 
rather than flat). 


Either the hood flattered her or Tanya really did look a great 
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deal nicer than Pipa. Lithe, mischievous, sharp-eyed... Only a 
small mole on the tip of her nose kept her from looking mysteri- 
ous or dashing. 

How many endless hours — especially in first and second 
grade when she was teased and ridiculed terribly because of that 
mole — had she spent studying herself in the mirror! And the 
longer she looked, the more it occurred to her she had never 
seen anyone else with a mole like hers. It sometimes changed 
color, going from pink and imperceptible to almost all-black. It 
could shrink and grow in size. Whenever Tanya fell ill, or shortly 
before any major unpleasantness, the mole would start to pul- 
sate and even burn intensely, as if it had been cauterized with a 
red hot nail. And finally, right next to the mole you could see a 
scar made up of two tiny dots. Was it from a bite, and if so, what 
had bitten her? Could it be the mole itself was the result of that 
bite? 

Aunt Ninel looked into the kitchen. Her cumbersome carcass 
hung over the girl like a slab of ferroconcrete. 

“What are you dawdling over? Done going through the buck- 
wheat? Boil this pile for us first, and then you can fix something 
for yourself out of these black bits. And don't be shy. If you want 
some bread, just take the loaf leftover from our last dinner party. 
The mold on it can easily be scraped off” 

At breakfast, in addition to kasha, the Durnevs ate red caviar 


and sturgeon sandwiches. Tanya sat despondently on a stool 


“K IB aK 


next to the dog's food bowl and chewed stale, almost rock-hard 
bread. Moreover, every time she moved, the dachshund, Mile 
Long Stretch, growled and sank her teeth into the girl’s slipper. 

“Don't you dare tease the dog!” shrieked Aunt Ninel. 

Pipa, feeling smug, dangled her feet under the table unno- 
ticed, trying to rile the dachshund even more. 

Uncle German had been nervously stirring his tea when, 
without warning, a bloodcurdling sigh burst forth from his fee- 
ble chest. 

“Please don’t shout! My head is killing me. I had a horrible 
dream last night,” he begged pathetically. 

As soon as he said this, Aunt Ninel and Pipa fell silent, and 
even Mile Long Stretch, that vicious, rheumatic lapdog, stopped 
growling. This was all due to the fact that NEVER IN HIS LIFE 
had Uncle German had a dream before. At least none he had ever 
spoken of. 

“What was it about, my great round doughboy?” Aunt Ninel 
sometimes called her husband a great round doughboy, though it 
would have been more accurate to call him a little skeleton. 

Having mentally replaced “great round doughboy” with “lit- 
tle skeleton,” Tanya laughed softly to herself, then immediately 
looked around in fear. No, no one had noticed; they were all still 
staring in amazement at Uncle German, the dreamer. 

Durnev looked uneasily out the window. 


“I dreamed of an old woman,” he said in a half-whisper. “A 
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ghastly old woman sent to us in a cardboard box. An old woman 
with red eyes and a disgusting, slobbering jaw. She stretched out 
her hands... Her hands were SEVERED, detached from her 
body... She grabbed my neck with her bony fingers and de- 
manded...” 

“Yowsers! What?” squeaked Pipa, a piece of sturgeon falling 
from her mouth and landing right on the dachshund’s nose. 

“She said: ‘Give me what she’s hiding!” 

“Give what?” 

“How should I know what? I don’t even know who ‘she’ is!” 
snapped Uncle German. He was about to add something else 
when Pipa suddenly gave an earsplitting shriek: 

“Eek! Dummy there almost knocked the table over! I got 
boiling hot tea all over me!!!” 

The elder Durnevs both turned at once and glared at Tanya. 
Pipa continued to scream bloody murder, wailing that she 
needed to go to the hospital right away and that she couldn't feel 
her legs. Tanya sat there in a daze, not understanding what had 
happened or why everyone was looking at her. But then she sud- 
denly noticed her hands were pressing down hard on the table- 
top. So that’s why Pipa was squealing: she, Tanya, had for some 
reason grabbed the table, and jerking it sharply, scalded Pipa 
with her tea! 


Aunt Ninel spun around violently. The stool beneath her — 
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one of the new, recently purchased stools — broke with a deaf- 
ening crack. 
“If you hadn’t made me angry, I wouldn't have broken it! Go 
get dressed, then off to school! March!!” she screamed at Tanya. 
The girl got up and went out of the room, not knowing why 
she felt so dizzy. She knew only that everything had happened 
the moment Uncle German mentioned the ghastly old woman 


and her words: “Give me what she’s hiding!” 


e 
Tanya went to school by herself that day. Pipa took full advan- 
tage of her burn and stayed home to watch TV. 

“Mother! Daddy! I’m gonna miss the exam today because of 
that clumsy oaf! Now I'll only get a three for the quarter! And it’s 
all that idiot’s fault! My grades are gonna suffer thanks to her!” 
she howled, though Tanya knew perfectly well Pipa regarded an 
exam like someone she wanted to see dead. Moreover, the tea 
had not been the least bit hot, so if Uncle German and Aunt 
Ninel’s bloated daughter had gotten burned, it was only in her 
imagination. 

And the most annoying thing was that Uncle German and 
Aunt Ninel both believed their daughter’s every word. 

“Oh, Pipochka, what can we do about that troublemaker? 


You know we can't send her to a children’s home just now, and 
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they won't take her at the labor colony until she's fourteen!” 
Aunt Ninel was lamenting when Tanya appeared in the corridor, 
dressed in her ridiculous raspberry-gray jacket that, instead of 
buttons, had some sort of monstrosities on it that were either 
rosebuds or onions. 

“She’s full of it!” Tanya couldn’t stand it anymore. “If she gets 
a three, it’s because her notebooks have more blank pages than 
she’s got pimples. Have you ever met anyone else who thinks 
‘vegetables’ is two words and spelled with a ‘j’?” 

“Don't you dare make fun of her! How else would you spell it 
if not with a ‘j’? That’s it, 'm completely drained! Bad enough I 
get dirty scheming fakers coming to my office pretending to be 
disabled just because they have no arms and legs, now this little 
monster... I can't take it anymore; I'm leaving...” Uncle German 
moaned, and clutching a whiskey bottle in his hands, he left for 
work. 

Aunt Ninel moved toward Tanya, leaned over her, and with 
hatred burning in those beady eyes buried in the folds of her fat 
cheeks, hissed like a snake: 

“You'll pay for this! You will pay! Now, without a doubt, Iam 
going to toss that idiotic double bass case of yours out of this 
house!” 

Tanya felt as though she’d been poked with a red-hot knit- 
ting needle. Aunt Ninel had managed to hone in on the one thing 


that would hurt her the most. It would have been better if she 
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had just called her stupid or a degenerate a hundred times — 
she was already used to that — but to throw her case away... 

“Just try to lay a finger on it!” Tanya shouted. 

The old double bass case, which lay in the cabinet out on the 
glassed-in loggia, was the only thing in the Durnev household 
that completely and absolutely belonged to her. It's hard to say 
why Uncle German and Aunt Ninel hadn't thrown it out already. 
Strange too was why they had never told Tanya how the case had 
ended up in their apartment, nor who, crying from hunger, had 
lain inside it. 

“My mind’s already made up, my dear! Make no mistake: 
your case will be off to the dump today! Now go to school!” Aunt 
Ninel snorted with satisfaction. 

Pipa, looming behind her mother, triumphantly stuck out 
her long tongue, which was the color of uncooked sausage. A 
kaleidoscope of spots flashed before Tanya's eyes. To keep from 
falling, she leaned against the lintel. Aunt Ninel's face seemed to 
her like it was sculpted out of tallow. 

“Tf... If you throw it out, I'll run away! I'll live wherever I 
please: at the train station, in the woods! Do you hear me? Do 
you hear me?” she shouted. 

Aunt Ninel was momentarily at a loss. She had no idea Tanya 
could explode like that. Usually the girl endured everything in 
silence. Furthermore, it occurred to Uncle German's wife that if 


the girl went to live at the train station, reporters would sniff out 
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the story in no time, and that would throw a wrench in her 
husband’s plans to advance beyond deputy of the Commission 
on Heartfelt Aid for Children and the Disabled. And considering 
elections were just two months away, such a scandal was all the 
more undesirable. 

“I'm so frightened... Yes, you just go ahead and live in the 
dump for all I care! [’ll still toss out that case, if not today, then 
tomorrow. There's no place for that horrible thing in our apart- 
ment,” Aunt Ninel muttered, no longer so furiously, but rather 
just to keep up her front; and turning heavily on her thick heels, 
she went back to the kitchen. 

Tanya, on the other hand, picked up her textbooks and 
schoolbag — a nightmare of a schoolbag that was too small and 
had a picture of a bug-eyed doll on it, suitable at most for a first 
grader — and went out onto the landing. 

While waiting for the elevator, she heard Pipa wailing hys- 
terically, and Aunt Ninel, justifying herself, babbled to her: 

“Well, what else can I do? We can’t afford a scandal right 
now. You know Daddy has an election coming up! He’s so rest- 
less, so nervous, and the line of beggars who come crawling to 
him for handouts never seems to end...! Isn’t it enough for them 
that every year Daddy donates two tons of expired canned goods 
to the poor, not to mention old clothes! Well, no matter; we'll get 
rid of all that bum’s filthy trash soon enough, just you wait and 


see!” 
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Along the way there, and even later, during school itself, 
Tanya constantly worried whether she would ever see her case 
again. Aunt Ninel had found a wonderful way to poison her en- 


tire day. And many other days to come. 


e 
Once at school, Tanya soon discovered Pipa had skipped class for 
nothing. For nothing because the exam was canceled, and in- 
stead they had pushed up the field trip to the Armory Chamber 
that was supposed to have been the following Thursday. 

After first period, a terrible commotion arose. A red bus 
marked Tours drove into the schoolyard and started honking. 
Irina Vladimirovna, the class organizer, waved her arms in a fuss 
(if they had been wings instead of arms, she undoubtedly would 
have taken off) and shouted: 

“Children, can you hear me? Today’s exam has been can- 
celed! Everyone who brought in money, get on the bus! The rest 
of you, go help the cleaning woman wash the stairs from the first 
floor to the fifth!” 

Tanya sighed, sensing that that applied to her. The Durnevs 
only ever paid for Pipa's field trips. They never paid for anything 
for Tanya — not for New Year gifts, not for theater tickets, not for 
anything. Even when it came to school lunches and bus fare, 


Uncle German always handed over the money with the greatest 
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reluctance, and then only because refusing to do so would have 
immediately raised some eyebrows. As far as pocket money 
went, it need not be mentioned at all. The only money Tanya had 
ever held in her hands in her entire life was a five-ruble coin she 
had somehow found frozen in a puddle one winter. She’d been so 
bewildered, she hadn't known how to spend it. The coin lay in 
her pocket for a long time until Aunt Ninel found it and accused 
Tanya of stealing it from Pipa. (Pipa, you may be interested to 
learn, was paid fifty rubles for every five and forty for every four. 
More often than not, however, Pipa was paid in increments of 
thirty.) 

While her classmates climbed aboard the bus, Tanya contin- 
ued to stand nearby uncertainly, wondering if they would make 
her scrub the steps with a rag or ask her to carry the water buck- 
ets. She had just turned to head back inside when Irina 
Vladimirovna caught up with her, and, anxiously bobbing up and 
down — she generally acted just like a chicken — clucked: 

“Grotter! Tatiana! Why aren't you on the bus? Are you wait- 
ing for a special invitation?” 

“I don't really want to go... can't stand those stuffy old mu- 
seums,” Tanya said, trying to avoid eye contact. 

Irina Vladimirovna bobbed again. 

“Hogwash, Grotter! You just know your aunt and uncle didn't 


pay for you to go! But they did pay for Penelopa. All the same, we 
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have the money. So march onto that bus and don't get me all 
worked up...!” 

Not believing her good luck, Tanya quickly got on the bus. Of 
course, for the next three years the Durnevs would never let her 
live this down, never let her forget how poor Pipa, scalded by 
boiling water, lying almost in a coma, hadn't gotten to go to the 
Armory Chamber because of her, but they would have found 
something to needle her about anyway. In the meantime, she 
could sit on the bus, look out the window at the houses passing 
by, and be happy. And then there would be the field trip, and the 
same long way back to school. Half a day of happiness! With that 
in mind, she was able to simply shake all thoughts of what would 
happen later from her head. 

Tanya found herself a nice seat by the window and pressed 
her forehead to the glass. The silent and gloomy Genka Bulionov, 
who never made trouble for anyone, sat down next to her. Tilting 
heavily, the bus drove out of the schoolyard. 

Damp, gray houses glimmered. Shop signs sparkled. The 
bright, dazzling trees blurred together like a motley deck of 
cards being shuffled. Traffic lights winked. Dirty puddles 
strewed merry drops of water. Passers-by looked back at the 
bus, and Tanya felt like they were all looking at her and thinking: 
She’s so lucky; she gets to go to the Armory while I have all sorts of 
boring things to do! 


As they drove through their district, a few large billboards 
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flashed by. A pink and cheerful Uncle German looked out from 
the posters. “The Kindest Deputy — Your Deputy!” read the 
caption under his photograph. 

Uncle German really looked good on the posters. Only Tanya, 
and perhaps Pipa and Aunt Ninel too, knew how many hours the 
photographer had spent with Uncle German, and how many 
wads of cotton he’d told him to stuff in his cheeks so that he’d 
look slightly less like a vourdalak. 

But now not even the face of the “kindest deputy” popping 
up everywhere could spoil Tanya's happiness. She was on her 
way to the museum! For the first time in her life, something nice 
had come her way! Certainly something had gotten mixed up in 
heaven, and the horn of plenty, which always spilled onto Pipa, 
had now spilled onto her by mistake. 

“You... This...” she heard a hoarse voice say beside her. 
Tanya turned in surprise. It was Bulionov, whom she had com- 
pletely forgotten was there. She had even forgotten he knew how 
to talk at all. 

“What do you want, Bulion?” 

“Nothing...” Bulionov mumbled, and he again lapsed into si- 
lence. He looked so pleased, as if he had just been chatting with 
her for the past ten days. 

“Well, if it’s nothing, put a sock in it! Regular chatterbox over 


here!” Tanya laughed, and instantly forgetting about her fellow 
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passenger, she again checked out what was going on outside the 
window. 

And there actually was something interesting going on. Out 
of nowhere, a large borzoi had started following the bus, and ran 
alongside it for a long time. The girl was amazed such a precious 
dog should go for a walk without her master. Strange too was 
how this borzoi ran differently from ordinary dogs, who, barking 
senselessly, try to latch onto tires with their teeth. She raced 
along intelligently, all the while never taking her watchful eyes 
off Tanya. One might even think the borzoi was worried about 
something and trying to tell her about it. 

Genka Bulionov suddenly yawned with such a nightmarish 
crack of his jaw, half the bus turned around to stare at him. 
Tanya was also distracted for a moment, and when she looked 
out the window again, the borzoi had disappeared. In her place, 
where the bus had just stopped at a traffic light, there stood a 
thin, red-haired woman whose disheveled copper locks wiggled 
menacingly, as if... No, of course they weren't snakes. The thin 
woman seemed to glance at the bus without any special interest, 
and then, turning around, walked away. Her strange, long cloak 
was spattered with mud in the same places as the fur of the bor- 
zoi who had been dashing through puddles. Tanya even sprang 
to her feet, but the bus was already pulling away. An instant — 


and again only flashing gray houses, telephone booths, and the 
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transparent pavilions of bus stops could be seen through the 
window. 

Several minutes passed before Tanya finally put the whole 
business out of her head. 

Yes, today was definitely a special day, not at all like the pre- 
vious three thousand two hundred and eighty-five days that had 
passed since that evening when a worn-out double bass case 
first appeared on the landing of a certain high-rise apartment 
house on Rublevskoye Shosse... 

At the entrance to the Armory Chamber, the students lined 
up in pairs. Taking a headcount, Irina Vladimirovna nearly 
fainted from the responsibility of it all. Prikhodkin, the potbel- 
lied phys-ed teacher sent along on the field trip as the second 
chaperon, acted far more sensibly: he didn’t count anyone, just 
blinked forlornly. He looked as though all he wanted to do was 
take a nap on the bus. 

“We will enter the museum in pairs! We will touch the ex- 
hibits with only our eyes! Only our eyes, I said! Please note that 
everything is protected by an alarm system! Just try to smash a 
display case or stick chewing gum on a royal throne!” Irina 
Vladimirovna cheeped threateningly. 

Genka Bulionov immediately perked up. The idea of using 
chewing gum in such a way evidently appealed to him in its nov- 
elty. 


When it came her turn to hang up her jacket in the cloak- 
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room, Tanya, as always, felt self-conscious. Under her jacket she 
had on a horrible denim shirt with a frayed collar, good only for 
being thrown in a dumpster under cover of darkness at three in 
the morning. Although the Durnevs were rich, they always 
dressed the girl very poorly — in the dirtiest and most worn-out 
old clothes Uncle German's firm sold. Aunt Ninel always picked 
out shoes that were either too small for Tanya or so big she had 
to shuffle her soles along the floor so her feet wouldn't slip out. 

It should come as no surprise, then, that after seeing Tanya 
in these rags, even Aunt Ninel, as callous and tactless as an 
African rhinoceros, sometimes felt a kind of pang of conscience 
that made her tell all the teachers in succession: “Yes, I agree we 
don’t dress her well. But she just ruins her clothes anyway! What 
can you expect from the daughter of a thief and an alcoholic? My 
husband and I did something unforgivably stupid when we took 
her in, and now we must bear our cross.” 

Her classmates, who were all much better-dressed, looked at 
Grotter with disdain. 

“Here comes the little scullery maid... She dresses like that 
just so people will give her a kopeck or two... She's a disgrace to 
all of us!” they sneered. 

Among them Tanya hadn't a single friend, and if ever a girl 
were nice to her, even briefly, Pipa and all her sycophants would 
immediately begin to ridicule her. Therefore, not a single friend 


stayed by Tanya’s side for long. In less than a week they’d join 
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her persecutors and gloatingly mock her mole from across the 
classroom. And Tanya understood this perfectly: in order to be 
popular, they had to atone for ever having been her friend... 

Accompanied by a small, stoop-shouldered guide who 
looked so decrepit he had to have been much older than all the 
exhibits there, they passed through several halls. At first, Tanya 
listened with interest, but gradually her interest waned because 
the guide only had one thing to say about each exhibit: “Uh-uh- 
uh... Here is a sig-net ring given by Ekaterina II to Count Orlov... 
Selling this ring might fetch you 10,000 p-peas-ants... And this is 
a diadem given to the tsarina by Prince Potemkin... One could 
pur-ur-chase 15,000 peas-ants with it...” 

The guide recited all these numbers quite easily and rou- 
tinely, as if in his free time he were solely engaged in the trading 
of peasants, slowly exchanging exhibits from his museum for 
them. 

They were already in the sixth or seventh hall when some- 
thing suddenly made Tanya stop. At the same time, something 
light and weightless stirred in her chest. 

Under convex armored glass, high up on a stand illuminated 
by several powerful lamps, lay a golden sword. Its broad, 
slightly-serrated blade was covered in intricate symbols. All 
around were all the priceless weapons you could want, but for 
some reason she didn’t notice any of them, just that sword... One 


would almost think she had held it once before... What non- 
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sense. Uncle German had never even bought her a little plastic 
saber, let alone a golden sword... Indeed, he would rather eat his 
necktie than imagine such a thing. Nevertheless, Tanya couldn't 
shake the feeling she knew that sword from somewhere. 

A little more time and Tanya would have found the answer 
— a tiny golden spark had dawned in her mind — but then 
someone carelessly pushed her away from the display case. 

Next to her loomed the guide, mechanically repeating, like 
an old record, the speech he had engraved in his memory. 

“Before us is a sword found in the tomb of a Scythian chief- 
tain. Direct your attention to the markings covering its blade. 
What makes them so fascinating is that they have no analogs in 
the written languages of any of the peoples known to us... As 
they cannot be deciphered, they most likely are simply patterns 
with which the bladesmith decorated the sword during its forg- 
ing.” 

“And how many peasants can you get for it?” interrupted 
Pavlik Yazvochkin, the head class clown. 

The guide cast a sidelong look, first at the sword, then at the 
clown. He seemed to be appraising them by eye, like an old 
pawnbroker. 

“I don’t know how many peas-ants. But a couple of thousand 
like you is definitely possible...” he said ruefully. “Now, let's 
move on to the next exhibit... Here you can see the two-pood 


ring that, according to legend, fell from the golden gate onto 
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Julius Caesar’s crown the moment he stepped triumphantly into 
Rome at the head of his legions...” 

The entire class followed the guide to the next display. Only 
Tanya remained by the sword. Without even realizing what she 
was doing, she involuntarily reached out to touch the sword. Her 
fingers, of course, bumped up against the armored glass. 
Immediately alarm bells started to ring, and a second later the 
hulking curator, looking like a gorilla on loan from the zoo who 
has somehow been forced into a skirt and ill-fitting wig, was 
grabbing Tanya’s sleeve. 

“Didn't anyone tell you not to touch anything! I'm calling se- 
curity right now... Where's your headmistress?” she screamed 
over the sirens. 

“Get a look at this! Seems we have a total nutcase on our 
hands! Her old man is a convict after all.” Lena Mumrikova, a 
skinny, greenish-complexioned girl who was the chief of Pipa's 
flunkeys, just had to butt in. 

“Shut your mouth, you green toad!” Tanya exclaimed, not 
recognizing her own voice. 

She wanted desperately to shove Mumrikova’s nose up 
against the case so the alarm would go off again, but she couldn't 
because the curator still had her in an iron grip. 

Fortunately, instead of Irina Vladimirovna (who for sure 
would have told on her to the Durnevs), Prikhodkin, the phys-ed 


teacher, came waddling over to them. 
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“Who are you? Her headmistress?” the curator asked with 
suspicion. 

“That’s right! This is my headmistress! My favorite right 
from the very first class,” Tanya instantly confirmed. 

“You be quiet!” the curator snapped. “I was asking the man: 
Are you her teacher?” 

“Mhm...” Prikhodkin confirmed. 

“We-ell, in that case...” The curator stared stupidly at the 
phys-ed teacher’s stomach. Prikhodkin was huge, as if he had 
swallowed a cannonball, and involuntarily commanded respect. 
“In that case: hold onto that girlie of yours and don’t let go! Don't 
let her dare touch anything else!” she mandated. 

“I'm already taking her away.” 

Prikhodkin’s huge fingers closed around the girl's wrist like 
steel handcuffs. For some time he dragged her along the halls 
like a toddler, but then for some reason he needed his hand free. 
He unclenched his fingers and let go of Tanya. She hurriedly ran 
off a few steps and turned to see if he’d noticed her absence. But 
the phys-ed teacher only absentmindedly wiggled his fingers 
about, as if vaguely recalling he'd been holding something, and 
then trudged on after the class. 

Then he paused for a moment and — perhaps it only 
seemed this way to Tanya — gave her a friendly wink. Tanya was 
grateful to that absent-minded fat man. She remembered, too, 


how Prikhodkin always treated her well in his class and jokingly 
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called her “Baby Grotter”: “If only you all ran the hundred meter 
dash like Baby Grotter!” Or: “Today, we're doing the long jump. 
Baby Grotter will show you how it's done...” 

They passed through a dozen more halls, and having de- 
scribed a semicircle around the interior of the museum, again 
found themselves not far from the entrance. Here the guide 
whispered something to Vladimirovna, looked sourly at the chil- 
dren, and left. 

“Attention! Everyone look at me! You may now wander the 
halls on your own. We shall meet back here in ten minutes! And 
remember what I said: do not touch anything, do not grab any- 
thing, and do not get anything dirty! Mumrikova, don't you dare 
throw your candy wrapper away in that Chinese vase! It was not 
made five hundred years ago for that!” Irina Vladimirovna 
shouted. 

The students took off through the Armory, but most of them 
rushed to the cloakroom to buy souvenirs and postcards. Tanya, 
glad to get away from her class, went back to the hall where the 
sword was. She wanted to have one last look at it — provided 
the curator didn't chase her away. 

Suddenly, the mole on Tanya's nose throbbed with pain, as if 
someone had burned it with a match. Never had something like 
this happened before. Grimacing, Tanya ran to the nearest mir- 
ror, set in a heavy, antique frame. At that moment, the mole 


seemed especially hideous to her, like a lump of buckwheat 
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kasha stuck to the tip of her nose. How she hated it at that mo- 
ment! 

“Get off my nose! You hear me — off!” she shouted at the 
mole. 

There was a horrible wailing just then, loud enough to split 
her eardrums. It seemed as if every siren in the Armory Cham- 
ber was going off all at once. The lights flickered. Running back 
into the hall, Tanya saw there was a huge, gaping hole in the 
glass of the display case, the sword had disappeared, and the go- 
rilla-like curator was lying in a formless heap on the floor. The 
moment Tanya entered, the narrow fortochka in the barred win- 
dow of the museum slammed shut. This, however, was drowned 
out by all the other sounds filling the hall. 

Tanya froze in fear. In the corridors, the sound of many feet 
could already be heard. Realizing they would find her there, the 
girl wanted to run away as fast as she could, but she was too late. 
Security guards, the guide, museum workers, Prikhodkin and 
Irina Vladimirovna, and a good half of her classmates ran into 
the hall. 

Dashing to the broken display case, they stood frozen in 
shock. Some tried to turn off the sirens and revive the curator. 

“Something's been stolen! What was in this display case?” 
someone shouted. 

“The golden sword!” the stoop-shouldered guide said with 


infinite hopelessness in his voice. “And wouldn't you know: for 
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forty years I have been tormented by a foreboding sensation that 
this would happen one day. Seventeen years ago I even shared 
my feelings with the now-deceased director.” 

“That was the very sword Grotter was touching! And she 
was the very first one here!” Lena Mumrikova suddenly yelled. 

“It wasn’t me!” Tanya shouted, but few listened to her. And 
even those who did didn't believe her. 

Tanya found herself surrounded by a dense ring of people 
staring at her. No one came close to her, however, as if she were a 
leper. At that moment, the curator opened her eyes. Seeing 
Tanya, she groaned: “That girl again!” — and flopped down in 
another faint. 

Tanya felt herself reddening, and not just reddening, but 
turning bright crimson, like a tomato. She tried to explain, but no 
one listened to her. 

“Hey, guys! I don't believe my eyes! Grotter stole the golden 
sword!” exclaimed Genka Bulionov, almost choking on his delight 
and some not-stuck-to-a-throne chewing gum. 

“I didn’t do it!” cried Tanya. 

“Oh, please, shut up! There wasn't anyone else in the hall! 
Search her!” Lena Mumrikova shouted. 

Tanya, sweaty, confused, backed away, bumping into Irina 
Vladimirovna. 

“Grotter! Tatiana! This is horrible! What a shameful display! 


How could you?” she clucked. 
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Isn’t anyone going to stand up for me? thought Tanya, horror- 
stricken. But then, as if through a fog, she heard the voice of the 
phys-ed teacher, Prikhodkin: 

“Nobody’s searching her! She was with me the whole time! 
And anyway, how could she’ve knocked out that hippopotamus?” 
he muttered, nodding at the curator lying on the floor, who again 
started to raise her head. 

“Ahhh... The hippo herself... is dying...” she groaned, falling 
into yet another faint (carefully, so as not to hurt the back of her 
head). 

Squeezing through the crowd, a very short, confident man 
approached Tanya. 

“Lieutenant Colonel Chuchundrikov. Security,” he introduced 
himself. “Follow me!” 

Tanya, crushed, dragged herself after him, feeling the un- 
friendly herd of her shocked and simultaneously delighted class- 
mates trailing along behind her. Who would have guessed — 
Grotter the wallflower suddenly doing something like this! 

They turned right, right again, and went down a short flight 
of stairs. The very short man led Tanya to a high plastic arch. 

“Go through the detector!” he ordered. 

Tanya shrugged her shoulders and stepped through the 
arch. She knew she had nothing on her. A moment — and the de- 
tector rang so loudly, it literally shook. The very short manikin’s 


eyebrows violently shot up. 
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“Remove your keys and all other metal objects,” he ordered. 

Tanya, frightened, took out her keys and again stepped 
through the arch. The detector shook again. 

“Looks like it’s the end of the line for you, Grotter! You'll be 
looking at the sky through bars with your other pals in prison 
stripes from now on! Maybe someone'll send you care packages 
of apple cores and toothpaste tubes!” shouted Mumrikova. 

“Can it!” Prikhodkin ordered her. “Thing’s probably on the 
fritz... Here, I'll go through it... What the — it didn’t go off! There 
goes that theory! Could she really... No, I don't believe it!” 

“Well... Now we'll find out... Come here! Not to me! To that 
screen!” The very short man dragged Tanya over to a low screen, 
then turned to face a monitor. The girl heard him muttering: 

“Hmm... The sword seems to be gone... There’s nothing 
there... Why was it ringing then..? Must be broken... Well, she 
didn't swallow the sword...” 

“Can I go now?” asked Tanya. 

“Go on,” Lieutenant Colonel Chuchundrikov gave his permis- 
sion. Grabbing the receiver off the intercom, he shouted into it: 

“Did you rewind the tape? Who's on it? A girl...?” 

Someone said something to him. 

“You're sure? Absolutely?” 

Continuing to hold the receiver in his hand, the very short 
man looked darkly at Tanya, then at Vladimirovna. 


Tanya felt like her heart had dropped from a great, no, from 
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a very great height. And smashed to smithereens. Her back was 
sweaty, her palms were sweaty. The lieutenant colonel kept stub- 
bornly silent. The girl screwed up her eyes, and standing with 
them still bunched up tight, heard the words: 

“Well then. It seems your student here had nothing to do 
with it. You can take her away. At the time of the theft, the secu- 
rity camera did not capture her.” 

Lena Mumrikova actually screamed in frustration. 

“Now you see here! Just what was on the tape?” exclaimed 
Prikhodkin, up to whose bellybutton the nose of the tiny lieu- 
tenant colonel could barely reach. 

“None of your business,” he replied. 

“How is it not my business? That’s my student!” Prikhodkin 
was getting riled up. 

“T have no authority to divulge any information. This investi- 
gation has not yet been completed. I must ask you all to vacate 
the museum!” 

When they left the hall a minute later, however, Tanya, who 
lingered slightly because her legs still felt like cotton, thought 
she heard the short man say to his assistant in an undertone: 

“Either you explain to me what was on that tape, or I 
wouldn't want to be in your shoes. And I don’t even want to be in 


my own!” 
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Chapter 3 
THE MYSTERIOUS DOVBLE BASS & 
WIDDLE WHISTLES THE WABBIT 


rq 4 ou can finish off the noodles from the day before yes- 
terday. They’re a little gloopy, but you can heat them 
up. Just don't get any ideas about setting the apart- 
ment on fire — not that I would put it past you,” Aunt Ninel said 
darkly. 

“Thanks bunches!” Tanya blurted out sarcastically. “Just out 
of curiosity, why doesn't Pipa eat them? Afraid they'll wrap 
around her teeth? Or that they'll wriggle out of her ears? You 
know, with her hair, that'd look pretty cute!” 

“Bite your tongue! Otherwise you'll go without breakfast!” 
Aunt Ninel barked. 

Thinking that even day-before-yesterday noodles were bet- 
ter than nothing, Tanya grabbed a fork. 

Three and a half days had passed since the incident at the 


museum. That first day had been an utter nightmare because by 
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the time Tanya got back home, they’d already heard all about 
what happened. As it turned out, Irina Vladimirovna and Lenka 
Mumrikova had phoned at almost the same time, and talking a 
mile a minute had each reported her own competing version of 
events. Tanya didn't know what they had said exactly, but the 
Durnevs were absolutely furious. It seemed they'd decided she 
had stolen the sword, and even if she hadn't, she was still in- 
volved somehow. 

“I said you’d end up in prison!” Uncle German shouted, 
stamping his feet. Then he grabbed at his side and collapsed into 
a chair. “My poor suffering heart! When I found out about this, I 
took nine homeopathic pills instead of seven!” he screeched. “If I 
die now, it'll be on your conscience! What a stain on my career as 
deputy!” 

“German! That's not where your heart is!” whispered Aunt 
Ninel. 

Pipa stuck her head into the kitchen. 

“She had it all planned out! She deliberately scalded me, 
then she went on the field trip...” she whined. 

For someone mortally scalded by tea, she looked pretty good 
— apart from the massive, fist-sized pimples covering her face. 
But those were because she gobbled down too many sweets... 

“Shut your face!” Tanya yelled at Pipa, unable to stand it any- 


more. Her nerves were on edge; she had gone through too much 
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that day. She felt like there were a delicate string stretched out 
inside her, ready to snap at any second. 

“How dare you talk to your cousin like that? Pipa, you keep 
away from her! We wouldn't want you picking up any bad habits 
from this juvenile delinquent!” Aunt Ninel said, pursing her lips. 

“Fleabag! We should just send her back to her old man!” 
Pipa added quickly. 

Tanya leaped to her feet. The refrigerator door, next to which 
Pipa was standing, suddenly flew open and smacked her on the 
nose so quickly she hadn't any time to jump out of the way. Uncle 
German's daughter shrieked and grabbed at her nose, which had 
instantly swollen to the size of a large plum. Tanya stared at her 
hands in disbelief. How strange! She had just been imagining 
that very thing happening when the door opened all by itself. 
Uncanny! 

Aunt Ninel and Uncle German stared intently at Tanya, but 
she was standing too far away from the door to be accused of 
anything. Pipa, wailing abominably, rolled around on the floor. 

“My nose is broken! Call an ambulance! I need emergency 
plastic surgery!” she howled, panicking. 

Aunt Ninel forcibly pried her daughter's hands away from 
her face and examined her nose. 

“Calm down! No bones are broken, but you definitely need 
some ointment... As for you, you little good-for-nothing, march 


yourself to the loggia right this minute and keep out of my sight!” 
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Tanya went out to the loggia and began doing her math 
homework, wrapped up in her blanket on the wide window seat. 
Everything that had happened that day seemed absolutely un- 
real to her, so she decided to set her mind on other things and 
put off thinking about all that was going on for as long as possi- 
ble. 

A while later, Pipa walked into her room, stuck her tongue 
out at Tanya through the glass, and sat down at her desk. Regret- 
tably, Tanya saw Pipa’s nose had survived. She’d gotten off with 
just a lump of adhesive tape. 

“Congrats! That patch job really suits you! You're so much 
prettier now that you’ve covered up three of your pimples!” 
Tanya said loudly. 

Pipa pretended not to hear her. Playing deaf and mute was 
an old habit with her. In any case, whatever Tanya said about her, 
Pipa was the one inside, and she was the one out on the loggia! 

Ignoring Tanya, Pipa took a lace with a key on it from 
around her neck, unlocked her drawer, and taking out the 
framed snapshot she kept hidden there, stared at it with love- 
filled eyes. Listening carefully, Tanya made out what Uncle Ger- 
man’s daughter was muttering: 

“Oh! If you only knew how hard it is for me, having to put up 
with that moron! What a shame we can’t cart her off to a labor 


colony till she’s fourteen. You'll never guess what she did at the 
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museum... Well, first she scalded me with boiling water, and 
then...” 

Oh, gag! Talking about me to a photo! Looks like that blow 
was a little too much for that already barely functioning brain of 
hers, thought Tanya, and she went back to solving math prob- 
lems. 

Five minutes later, Pipa stopped babbling, and clasping the 
photo to her chest, loudly exclaimed: 

“Oh, GP! Oh, my darling GP!” 

Tanya actually dropped her pen. This was the first time Pipa 
had let the name of the mysterious hunk in the snapshot slip 
while in her presence. Who was this ‘GP’? Definitely none of 
their classmates or acquaintances had those initials. True, there 
was Genka Bulionov, but he was GB, not GP. Besides, falling in 
love with Bulionov... That was just unthinkable for anyone, even 
Pipa. No, it had to be someone else... 

What does ‘GP’ stand for? Goga Pupsikov? Gunya Peretz? 
Tanya started guessing before immediately remembering she 
had more important things to do than think about such non- 
sense. What did she care if the kindest deputy’s dopey daughter 
was in love with some Grisha Ponchikov? What did it matter 
compared to all the strange things that had been happening 
lately, for which there were no explanations? Uncle German's 
dream... The refrigerator door... The clinging leaf... The borzoi... 


The disappearance of the golden sword... 
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The longer Tanya thought about all this, the more the knot of 
questions tightened around her. Okay: the leaf had been blown 
up by the wind, and it stuck to the window because it was wet. 
The refrigerator door could have opened by itself, or maybe Un- 
cle German had bumped it with his elbow when he clutched at 
his heart in horror, trying to remember how to fake a heart at- 
tack. The borzoi... hmm... the borzoi... For now, let's say she was 
following the bus because she was lost and Tanya looked like her 
mistress. (You never know what ideas might be flying around a 
dog’s head.) But what about the sword? Why did it disappear 
only a few minutes after she looked at it, and what did the chief 
of security mean when he said: “Either you explain to me what 
was on that tape, or I wouldn't want to be in your shoes.” 

What was captured on that tape? Not that horrible monster 
Uncle German had seen in his dream? For some reason, every 
time Tanya thought about that old woman, her head began to 
spin terribly. 

e 
On Thursday afternoon, Tanya returned from school earlier than 
usual. The seniors who were carrying the new piano had acci- 
dentally dropped it on the foot of the music teacher, who'd been 
fussing over them. Music class was canceled and all the students 


were allowed to go home straight after third period. 
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Opening the door with her key, Tanya suddenly realized she 
was all by herself: 

Uncle German was at his committee meeting, where they 
were discussing the extremely important matter of whether to 
give all pensioners over the age of one hundred a pair of dis- 
counted mountain skis (Uncle German had just acquired a batch 
of them he didn’t know how to unload); Aunt Ninel had taken the 
car to the supermarket; and Pipa, along with Lenka Mumrikova 
and a half dozen of her other sharksuckers, was down at the 
Russkoye Bistro. Tanya knew that Pipa, as usual, would buy them 
all ice cream and blini with chocolate, and in return the hangers- 
on would gaze at her adoringly and laugh at all her jokes. 

After the incident at the museum, most of Tanya’s class- 
mates had quit paying attention to her or whispering behind her 
back. Genka Bulionov, however, constantly stared at her in all 
their classes together, and during breaks he constantly hovered 
around her, uttering nightmarish sounds (these were either 
yawns or sighs). It seemed the poor devil was, as they say, in 
love with her up to his eyeballs. At least, that’s what Tanya 
thought at first. Then one day, when no one else was around, Bu- 
lionov sidled up to her, cleared his throat, and shyly called out: 

“Grotter!” 

“What do you want, Bulion?” 

Genka looked around nervously and then whispered myste- 


riously in her ear: 
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“Let's rob a bank! That’s been a dream of mine for a long 
time!” 

“What?” Not believing her ears, Tanya stared at Bulion. So 
that, it turned out, was what was brewing in the head of that 
silent mattress who couldn't even throw a ball in gym without its 
bouncing back and smacking him on the forehead. 

Bulion impatiently awaited an answer. 

“Let's do it; let's knock one over! The main thing’s for you 
not to be nervous. Eat some stew. Bulk up a bit,” Tanya said 
soothingly. 

Genka swallowed nervously, continuing to obsequiously de- 
vour her with his eyes. He looked like a hungry mongrel waiting 
for a cutlet to be thrown his way. 

“What should I do?” he asked. 

“Listen up! You got a cap with slits cut out for your eyes?” 

Bulion shook his head. 

“No cap...?” pressed Tanya. “That's a shame! What about a 
gun?” 

“T-ah-eh... Not a real one.” 

“What are you gonna rob the bank with, a teapot? Get out of 
here, Bulion. When you get one — then come to me!” 

Remembering the dumbfounded look on Bulionov’s face, 
Tanya burst out laughing and quickly shook off her jacket. Who 


knew how long she’d be alone without the Durnevs around? 
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There was no time to waste if she wanted to replenish her re- 
serves. 

She grabbed a couple of yogurts out of the refrigerator, 
sawed off a decent chunk of sausage with a knife, and stuffed an 
orange in her pocket. Would Aunt Ninel notice? Hardly! Her re- 
frigerator was already bursting at the seams with food, and to- 
day she’d be bringing back half a carload more. Besides gro- 
ceries, Aunt Ninel would probably also buy two dozen fitness 
and aerobics magazines, along with some weighty tomes like 
How to Lose Forty Kilos in Ten Days. For as long as Tanya could 
remember, Aunt Ninel had dreamed of losing weight her whole 
life, but for some reason only Uncle German grew thin. Nothing 
helped Aunt Ninel, although twice a week she arranged half- 
hour fasts for herself. 

Mile Long Stretch snarled hatefully at Tanya from under the 
table. No doubt she would have snitched on her later if she 
could. Unable to resist, the girl stamped her foot at her and 
shouted: “Boo!” Outraged, the old pepper-shaker nearly choked 
on her own barking, and when she had finished, she went to her 
bowl to lap up some water. 

“Drink, don't gurgle; otherwise your tail will fall off!” Tanya 
advised her. 

Having removed all traces of her presence in the kitchen, 
and chewing on a piece of salmon, she went to Pipa's room, 


which was crammed from floor to ceiling with stuffed animals. 
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Pipa had seven lions alone, to say nothing of all the bears, cats, 
gnomes, and giraffes. The stuffed animals were gifts from Uncle 
German’s business partners, all of whom lacked enough imagi- 
nation to give her anything more worthwhile. If they only knew 
that Pipa kicked their toys, ran them over with her bicycle, and 
occasionally even gutted them with a penknife. You might think 
with an attitude like that, she would give something to Tanya, 
but such a thought could never even cross Pipa’s mind. 

Carefully stepping over the photo albums (fifty pimply Pipa 
faces in each) and computer game discs scattered on the floor, 
Tanya made her way to the loggia. She knew perfectly well if she 
so much as flipped a page of one of Pipa's magazines or moved a 
single disc even a centimeter, Pipa would throw a terrible fit, 
rolling on the floor screaming Tanya had been going through her 
things. And Pipa's eyes were keenly trained: every evening she 
spent an hour measuring the distance from one toy to another 
with string, or gluing secret tiny hairs to the side table drawers. 

Out on the loggia, Tanya opened the door of the wooden cab- 
inet and took out the double bass case. The girl always enjoyed 
this moment: the case sliding out with a soft creak, as if it were 
grumbling good-naturedly, greeting her. 

“Hey there, old creaky!” Tanya said to it. 

It was very pleasant to the touch — warm, leathery, rough. 
Even in winter it was never cold, and Tanya always warmed her 


hands on it. In the past, whenever Pipa made a devastating re- 
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mark or Aunt Ninel gave her an offhand smack, Tanya would 
huddle inside the case, lying there curled up, swallowing her 
tears. And the case protected her. At least, that’s what it felt like 
to her. When Tanya was five years old, Aunt Ninel had tried to 
drag her out of the case to punish her for accidentally breaking a 
cup. All of a sudden, the lid had slammed shut for no apparent 
reason, and so squeezed Aunt Ninel's hand, she had to keep it in 
a sling for two weeks. Yes, and now she did not dare throw the 
case away, though she'd threatened to do so hundreds of times. 

Tanya snapped off a small, old lock, lifted the lid, and stuck 
her hand into the case. Her fingers automatically slipped under 
the lining, into that lone little hiding place where she kept her 
journal — not her school one, accessible to all her teachers and 
Uncle German (who poked his nose around everywhere), but her 
personal one, in which she confided all her secrets and struggles. 

Suddenly, the girl screamed and jerked back her hand. In- 
stead of her journal, she had brushed against something sticky 
and viscous. Tanya hardly recognized her notebook under all the 
gunk; it looked like someone had chewed it up. The entire satin 
lining of the double bass case was likewise damaged. Opening 
the other side of the cabinet, Tanya saw the rest of her meager 
belongings had fared no better: slimy and covered with slobber, 
they didn't hang, but literally oozed off the hangers. 

Tanya's stomach clenched. Afraid she would throw up, she 


slammed the cabinet shut. Right away, her first thought was that 
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Pipa had done this disgusting thing to her, but even Uncle Ger- 
man's pimply daughter, with all her hatred for her, wouldn't have 
chewed up her stuff. At most she would have cut them up with a 
razor, squeezed out half a tube of toothpaste into her pockets, or 
smeared her clothes with ketchup. Besides, she wasn’t ingenious 
enough to pull off something like this anyway. Her woefully inept 
gray matter would more likely get tied up in a sailor’s knot. 

“Who did this? Who?” Tanya moaned. 

Her eyes stung. A lump rose in her throat. This was her pre- 
cious diary, to which she entrusted her most intimate secrets; 
the only thing, other than the double bass case, that belonged to 
her and her alone! 

“If I find whoever did this, I'll punch their lights out!” Tanya 
shouted in fury. 

Suddenly, something in the cabinet started giggling unpleas- 
antly. It sounded like someone scraping two sheets of sandpaper 
against each other. The girl looked up and a nasty, foul-smelling 
wad of paper (which she vaguely guessed were the last pages of 
her journal) immediately struck her forehead. 

“Haw-haw! She'll punch me, haw-haw! Punch me, punch me, 
haw-haw! No one has ever punched Agukh!” 

A small, repulsive creature with a plump body covered with 
coarse, greasy hair jumped onto Tanya’s shoulder. He had a tiny 
head with a wrinkled brow; short, crooked legs with prehensile 


toes; a long, naked, pinkish rat-like tail; and long arms bending 


4B 


in all directions, devoid of elbows. When this creature, giggling 
loathsomely, threw open his enormous mouth full of tiny teeth, 
the lower half of his head stayed in place, while the upper half — 
with his nose and forehead, right up to his moldy scalp — leaned 
back as if on a hinge. On top of the creature’s head were grue- 
some, yellowish horns: the right one stood straight; the left, 
small and underdeveloped, curved slightly forward and to the 
side. 

Pushing hard against Tanya's shoulder, he sprang forth, 
smashed headfirst through the interior window, then rushed 
around Pipa’s room. Leaving slimy, muddy footprints on the par- 
quet floor, the creature scrabbled onto the Durnevs’ daughter's 
desk, and in the blink of an eye completely gummed up the 
mountain of magazines and textbooks there, biting the head off 
an expensive, collectible doll at the same time. 

“Haw-rrors await you, haw-rrors!” he hissed, looking impu- 
dently at Tanya with his malignant eyes. “Better hand over what 
you're hiding, or you'll diiie writhing in agony! You'll be dead as 
the Machawbre Griffon!” 

“I don't know what you're talking about!” 

“Don't want to hand it over? Haw-haw!” His repulsive mouth 
opened with a crack like a dry nut and bit into the telephone re- 
ceiver. “Don't waaant to? This will be you next!” 

“Hand what over?” the girl shouted, on the verge of crying 


from disgust and horror. 
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“Liiiar, you knooow! You know everything, Grotter!” Agukh 
was furious. 

His slender hand reached out to the monitor of Pipa’s com- 
puter, on which she ran all three hundred discs in her game col- 
lection. It was a sleek, liquid-crystal monitor — a gift from Aunt 
Ninel when Pipa managed to get a four for the year in botany. 
Pipa presented this as her greatest achievement, when in reality 
the botany teacher gave out marks based solely on the question: 
is or isn’t the starfish a plant? Those who answered “isn’t” re- 
ceived a five, and everyone else a four. 

“No, don’t! Don't touch the monitor!” Tanya shouted in ter- 
ror, imagining what Pipa would do if he broke it. 

“Afraiiid? Well, here you go! Haw-haw! Let them hang or 
quarter you for it! Flay your skin, boil you in hot lead!” the freak 
of nature giggled hideously. 

Seizing the monitor by the cord, he dragged it to the edge of 
the desk and pushed it off. Something inside the monitor quietly 
exploded. 

“Haw-haw! Agukh has given you a little demhawnstration! 
That’s what happened to the other Grotters! If you only knew 
how Leopold begged the mistress not to kill you! Pathetic cow- 
aaard!” 

As soon as she heard her father's name, Tanya recoiled, her 
head reeling. 


“That isn’t true! My papa's alive!” she shouted. 
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“Cowaaard! Cowaaard! Cowaaard! He and his stupid cow of 
a wife, Sofya, were both afraid of the mistress!” 

A red veil of anger covered Tanya's eyes. She couldn’t stand 
it when someone spoke that way about her parents — especially 
this vile, slimy thing with a rat tail and misshapen horns. 

“Get out of here, you little runt!” she shouted, and grabbing a 
potted cactus off the windowsill, threw it with all her might at 
the disgusting creature. The pot hit him right in the stomach, 
knocking him off the desk, the needles of the tumbling cactus 
digging into his soft face the following moment. 

With a horrible squeal, the stunted creature darted under 
the bed, and peering out from there, angrily shouted: 

“Koshmars breduns eks! I curse you! No one treats Agukh 
that way! You have no idea what kind of misfortune you’ve 
brought upon yourself! Remember: if you don't haaand it over 
— you will diiie! You will diiie in haw-rrible agony! The mistress 
said so herself!” Shaking his fist at Tanya, the horned creature 
slipped into the corridor and disappeared. 

Tanya grabbed a rag. The tracks left by the creature would 
not come off, and scrubbing at them only drove them even 
deeper into the parquet and finish. 

Imagining how the Durnevs would react when they got 
back, Tanya sank down on Pipa's bed. Pipa, of course, would 


cause a ruckus if she saw her there, but then... but then she’d 
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cause one anyway once she got a look at her room. Tanya had 
nothing to lose. 

Her cheeks burned. Who was that loathsome half-pint? 
What did he know about her parents? He knew something — 
that was for sure. What about the mistress he had mentioned? 
What had he been looking for while they were out of the apart- 
ment? Why had he chewed up her journal? One thing was cer- 
tain: that freak had not come of his own volition. He’d been sent 
by someone who was very determined, someone who believed 
Tanya might be hiding something in her case. Moreover, what- 
ever he had been looking for was a hundred times more valuable 
than the contents of Uncle German's safe, Aunt Ninel's antique 
porcelain, and all of Pipa's junk put together. 

Despite the fact everything was a big mess and nothing good 
awaited her, Tanya couldn't help but smile, rapping her knuckles 
on her forehead. 

“Brring-brring! Paging the funny farm!” she said. 

Had everyone lost their minds? Who was she, after all, that 
all this deviltry should be happening around her? Had she any 
belongings other than what was hidden in the double bass case 
and a few filthy rags? 

True, the case was obviously very old, perhaps almost as an- 
cient as the golden sword from the museum that had disap- 
peared shortly after she’d hung around the display, admiring it 


and looking at the mysterious symbols on its blade. One in par- 
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ticular stood out in her mind that was like the imprint of a bird’s 
foot in wet sand. She couldn’t shake the feeling she had seen 
something like it once before... And not only that she’d seen it, 
but also... that she had touched it. 

As soon as Tanya thought about this “touch,” a small, dull 
plate flashed before her eyes — a bit of metal she knew she al- 
ways squeezed between her fingers (thumb and index) and then 
pulled toward herself. She remembered! It was the clasp on her 
case! 

Tanya made a mad dash onto the loggia, and kneeling down, 
turned the double bass case over on its side. Here were the deep 
folds of warm leather, and there was the clasp with the exact 
same symbol on it — three thin lines pointing up, and one point- 
ing down. 

And then — and Tanya herself did not know what made her 
do this — she carefully traced all four lines with her little finger, 
and placing it in a small depression in the very center, turned her 
finger exactly 180 degrees. She waited a minute, two... Nothing 
happened. The same dull autumn day, the same roofs of neigh- 
boring houses... Feeling terribly disappointed, Tanya performed 
these manipulations again — only now, tracing the contours of 
the bird’s footprint, she started with the middle claw... Nothing 
again... But what if she touched the depression first, then traced 
all four lines of the footprint with her finger...? No, it was use- 


less. 
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With each minute that passed, Tanya became more and 
more despondent. What had made her think something unusual 
was about to happen anyway? Oh well, the clasp was just a clasp. 
She needed to spend less time imagining things and learn her 
place. Not to mention, it was high-time she thought about what 
she would say to Uncle German and Aunt Ninel when they came 
home and found the apartment in shambles. 

“All right then! If you don’t want to do anything, that’s fine 
by me!” Tanya exclaimed, and slamming the case’s lid in annoy- 
ance, she grazed the lock with her nail. 

Before she had time to feel the slight pain in her nail, the 
sound of the click barely having even reached her ears, some- 
thing elusive flashed through the air. More than anything else, it 
looked like a golden whirlwind that had suddenly burst in 
through the open fortochka of the loggia. Indefatigable and im- 
petuous, the whirlwind playfully blew around all the papers in 
the room, knocked over the flowerpot, rummaged the note- 
books, and then, settling down right in the center of the case, as- 
sumed the form of an ancient double bass with four heavy 
strings: gold, silver, copper, and iron. The case fit the instrument 
so perfectly there could be no doubt: they belonged to each 
other. 

Next to the double bass lay a small bow, almost half the 
length of the bass itself. 


Tanya's heart beat four times faster. Not daring to touch the 
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instrument, she stared at it wild-eyed. Then, plucking up all her 
courage, she carefully reached out her hand to take the bow, but 
not wanting to wait, it hopped into her hand by itself. A small 
birch bark manuscript was clamped between the bow and its 
string. Unrolling it, Tanya could just make out the ancient cursive 


writing: 


Feofl Groten’s Magical Double Biss ov- 


ERATOR’S MANUAL 


This magical double bass was created by the famous 
magician Feofil Grotter in the middle of the XVII Century, 
and was used by him both for flights to Bald Mountain and 
for delicate magic. For material, wood from the deck of 
Noah's Ark was used, and inside the hollow fingerboard is 
stowed the Noose of the Seventeen Scapegallows, which 
broke off every time an innocent man was due to be 
executed. 

The double bass makes possible the performance of 
practically any magical actions related to transformation, 
telepathy, levitation, telekinesis, incantations, the expulsion 
of unholy spirits, and the removal of maleficia. However, its 


main purpose is high-speed flight. 
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WARNINGS 


1. Do not sit on the double bass until you have 
mastered all its magical functions and learned the flight 
incantations from the one hundred and twelve volumes on 
Bright Magic edited by Cain Froggeman and Yehuda 
Todestoleson (TOWER PRESS, Babylon, 7000 B.C.). 

2. When making repairs to the double bass, under no 
circumstances use spare parts from diving vacuum 
cleaners, vertical takeoff mops, teeth-grinding whirlybirds, 
disappearing mortars, or vampire-juicers. 

3. In the event of transporting the double bass on a 
dragon, it is vital to take all precautionary fire safety 
measures: in particular, only transport the instrument in a 
fireproof case protected by no fewer than a dozen fire- 
extinguishing spells. As for the dragon, during 
transportation they must be fitted with a flame-arresting 
muzzle. 

4. Do not lose the bow! Without it, you will no longer 
be able to control the double bass. 

5. Do not overtighten or break the strings — this can 
lead to unpredictable consequences. 

6. We remind you that this double bass is an 
instrument designed exclusively for Bright Magic! If used 


for the needs and purposes of Dark Magic, the instrument 
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may lose its magical powers. 

7. Do not use the double bass for combat, do not strike 
unholy spirits with the bow, avoid collisions with solid 
objects! Violation of these rules may result in cracks in the 
instrument and the release of the powerful curse contained 
within the Noose of the Seventeen Scapegallows. 

8. Exercise extreme caution when flying. Do not 
accelerate above the speed of sound! Do not climb above 
ten thousand meters. This can cause the strings to freeze 
and the instrument to fall, as happened with the magician 
Lycurgus the Blundering and his flying guitar. 

9. When leaving the double bass in suspicious places, 
especially in places of mass unholy spirit settlement 
(abandoned cemeteries, marshlands, windthrows, deserts), 


do not forget to protect it with an anti-theft incantation. 


This manual was printed by the printing house KOSCHEI 
THE DEATHLESS. Address: Bald Mountain, Drowned Man 


Prospect, Grave 7. To enter, pull on the dead cat's tail. 


Tanya dropped the birch bark. Red and orange spots — not 
quite leaves, not quite feathers, not quite the spiteful faces of un- 
holy spirits — whirled before her eyes like a mad waltz. Fearing 


she was about to fall, she reached out for the cabinet, which an- 
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swered her with a gruff creak. She was stunned, scared, and de- 
lighted at the same time. 

Now she was absolutely convinced that somewhere nearby, 
separated from her only by a thin wall, was another world — a 
world full of mysteries and secrets, a world of magic. And she, 
Tanya Grotter, a girl with no parents, was somehow a part of that 
world. The strings of the magical double bass hummed comfort- 
ingly. 

Oh my gosh! One of my ancestors was the magician who made 
this instrument! Then that must mean I’m... No, there’s no way, 
thought Tanya. 

Her breath caught in her throat and tears streamed from her 
eyes. Swallowing them, Tanya stroked the resonant side of the 
double bass with her palm. She could hardly believe it really ex- 
isted, and she was terrified it would now be taken from her and 
disappear, as the gifts she dreamed of on New Year’s Eve always 
disappeared. The Durnevs never gave her anything, except that 
once when Uncle German gifted her a pound of rock-hard toffee 
that reeked of fish, with Pipa sweetening the deal with an old 
broom — which, by the way, was very soon returned to her 
smack on the nose. Boy, had there been screeching then! Tanya 
was locked in the bathroom for the rest of the day with the lights 
turned off. 

But Tanya was not interested in reminiscing about old griev- 


ances now. 
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Could there really be sorcerers in her family tree? After all, 
up until now, not a day had passed without the Durnevs’ calling 
her the daughter of a criminal! To think that was all a lie, right 
down to the last word! But before Tanya had time to wrap her 
head around all this, she suddenly heard a frail voice behind her 
squeaking with rage: 

“Aah! There you are, you rotten, filthy brat! What's the 
meaning of all this?!” 

Tanya turned, frightened. For a moment, she expected to 
come face-to-face with that same short-legged dwarf again who 
had ruined everything. But it turned out not to be the dwarf, but 


something much worse... 


e 

In the doorway, pale blue with rage and looking like a vourdalak 
newly risen from the grave, stood Uncle German. He had entered 
the room without Tanya’s noticing. If the voters had seen Uncle 
German right then, they certainly never would have guessed that 
face, twisted with anger, belonged to the kindest deputy, friend 
of children and the disabled, the unselfish donor of old socks and 
canned food just a year past the expiration date. 

“Who’s responsible for this mayhem? Answer me!” Uncle 
German hissed. “What happened to our apartment? Answer me! 


Either you tell me everything, you horrible little girl, or I'll tell 
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you... What I’m going to do to you, that is! I'll give you to the 
count of five...” 

“I don't know. There was this slimy dwarf... His name was 
Agukh, by the way, if you're interested,” Tanya exclaimed, fright- 
ened. She had never seen Uncle German so furious before. Steam 
was almost pouring out of his ears. Tanya could even have sworn 
she could smell the unpleasant odor of molten earwax. 

“Two...” Durnev said in an icy voice, skipping “one” out of 
the quarrelsomeness of his nature. 

“It's true; I'm not lying... 1 came home from school and this 
dwarf... That is, I mean, this weird, mutant...” 

“Three... Don’t you dare lie to me! Where did you get that 
enormous guitar, or whatever that outrageous thing is? Who did 
you steal it from?” 

“It’s not a guitar, it’s...” 

“I'm not going to put up with these antics! Even my angelic 
patience has reached its limit! Tomorrow, you will find yourself 
in an orphanage, perhaps even a labor colony... Four...” 

Tanya hugged the double bass tightly. She was terrified; yet 
for some reason, despite her terror, she started giggling like a 
fool. She suddenly thought how funny it would be if Uncle Ger- 
man said: “Four and a half... Four and three quarters...” This 
laughter completely set off Uncle German. 

“ALRIGHT THEN! Five!” Uncle German shouted, stepping for- 


ward. 
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Before Tanya could figure out what he was going to do, a 
slap across the face burned her cheek. Tanya screamed, not so 
much from the pain as from the humiliation. Uncle German had 
never hit her before, only hissed at her, insulted her, or locked 
her in the bathroom or out on the loggia. It was as if some foul 
acid had been poured onto her soul. 

And Uncle German, completely enraged, was already raising 
his hand for another blow. Dodging him, Tanya shielded herself 
with the double bass. Durnev's slap struck the instrument. Ap- 
parently, the magical double bass was not accustomed to such 
treatment. The strings hummed indignantly, low, as if warning 
Uncle German not to do something stupid. Ignoring this, Durnev 
furiously grabbed the fingerboard and began to pull the double 
bass away from Tanya. 

“Come on, hand it over quickly! I’m talking to you! I'll hand 
this thing over to the police — let them find out who you stole it 
from, you thief! Where's the telephone? Ack, you broke the 
phone, too!!” 

Tanya held onto the double bass with all her strength and 
did not let go, although Uncle German was considerably stronger 
and shook her, along with the instrument, from side to side, hit- 
ting her back against the door frame of the loggia and against the 
cabinet. 

By chance, the girl's hand was on one of the tuning pegs that 


regulate the tension of the strings. At that moment, Durnev 
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yanked the double bass toward him, and Tanya turned the peg. 
The stretched string hummed deep and low. For a moment, 
Tanya thought she’d gone deaf. The windows trembled violently 
in their casing. Losing her balance, Tanya fell on her back along 
with the instrument. 

Uncle German, who was looming over her, suddenly froze. 
The features of his face somehow became softer, kinder, and took 
on an idiotic expression. For a while his pupils revolved aim- 
lessly in their orbits, then purposefully crossed over the bridge 
of his nose. His upper lip crept upward, revealing rather long 
front teeth. 

Finally, having tired of wildly wandering around, Uncle Ger- 
man's eyes — first the right one, then the left — focused intently 
on Tanya. Uncle German jumped up in surprise and tittered like 
a ninny. 

“Hee-hee! What a nice day!” he said in a high, squeaky voice. 

Tanya gasped in alarm. A second later, she gasped again 
when Uncle German suddenly bent down and sniffed the double 
bass. He even, so it appeared, gently nibbled on it. 

“Widdle miss, why are you standing there? Waising daisies? 
Wet's get acquainted. I'm Widdle Whistles the Wabbit!” he 
squeaked, whistling his s’s. 

Tanya muttered something, but Uncle German wasn’t listen- 
ing to her. He was already hopping about the room, his arms 


tucked in like the forelegs of a rabbit. Deftly jumping from the 
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carpet straight onto Pipa's desk, Uncle German brought it crash- 
ing down. Knocking over the bookshelves, he tumbled off the 
desk and onto the bed, tore off the cabinet door, and then, get- 
ting down on all fours, started gnawing on the legs of the chairs. 
After swallowing a few bits of finish, Uncle German grimaced. 
The dachshund, Mile Long Stretch, bursting with vicious, mind- 
less barking, was clinging to the leg of his trousers. At any other 
time, Durnev would have shed tears, moved that his pooch 
wanted to play, but now he kicked the dachshund so hard, Mile 
Long Stretch rolled out into the corridor with a howl. 

“Us wabbits have extwemely stwong hind legs! They make 
us the bestest kickers!” he boasted to Tanya, gnawing on the bro- 
ken leg of a chair. “Phooey, this wood tastes nasty! The bark is too 
hard! It’s hurting my widdle teef! Don't you have some cawwots 
or wettuce?” 

Without answering, Tanya continued staring at him in 
amazement. The rabbit obviously didn’t care for this. His whitish 
brows knitted together on his narrow forehead. 

“Well, are you listening to me, widdle miss? Don’t you speak 
wabbit speak? I said cawwots, didn’t I?” he slurped. 

“They're... in the kitchen... in the vegetable crisper...” Tanya 
muttered. 

“Thank you, widdle miss! You must think I'm stupid, think I 
wouldn’t wecognize you, huh? I notice absowutely evewything!” 


Uncle German said with a conspiratorial look as he hopped away, 
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shaking the floor with his huge, size forty-seven feet. “You’re 
pretty sneaky! But I wasn’t twicked! You're Widdle Wed Widing 
Hood!” he shouted, wagging his finger at her as he departed. 

In less than a minute, a characteristic sound came from the 
kitchen: Durnev — or rather the self-styled Widdle Whistles the 
Wabbit — seemed to have found the “cawwots” and was now in 
a rush to gobble them up, bag and all. At least, the rustling of a 
bag was periodically added to the crunch of carrots being 
gnawed. 

Tanya carefully got out from under the double bass, examin- 
ing it with a mixture of horror and admiration. She did not 
doubt for a moment that it was responsible for Uncle German's 
sudden descent into insanity. Indeed, in that moment when she 
turned the tuning peg, she herself had imagined Durnev as the 
rabbit Widdle Whistles. 

Recalling the birch bark scroll’s warning, Tanya hastily loos- 
ened the tension of the strings and checked to see if any cracks 
had appeared on the fingerboard. No, fortunately the double 
bass wasn’t damaged apart from a minor scratch left by Uncle 
German's nails. 

At the front door, a key rattled in the lock. Realizing it had to 
be either Pipa or Aunt Ninel, Tanya raced to put the double bass 
back in its case and hide it in her cabinet. Booming leaps were 
already making their way through the apartment: Widdle Whis- 
tles the Wabbit was hopping to greet his family. 
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And when a minute later the terrible duet of Aunt Ninel’s 
and Pipa’s screams rang out from the front hall, Tanya guessed 
that he had indeed met them. 

“You're not Widdle Wed Widing Hood! You're a fat old 
woman and her daughter! Don't twy to twick me! I'll kick you! I 
have extwemely stwong hind legs!” Uncle German squealed deaf- 


eningly, fleeing from them all throughout the apartment... 
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Chapter 4 
KOVOKLI RVAKLI? 


A sviang!” hummed the third string from the end, 
which Tanya had just plucked near the middle of the 
fingerboard. The moment the sound faded away, a 

round, plump-cheeked head in a copper helmet appeared on the 
loggia. It had the dimensions of a sizable cauldron, and its pupils 
swiveled around menacingly. To be frank, the head looked like 
that of an outlaw. The crooked nose once crushed by someone’s 
fist, the long scar across the cheek... 

“Kovokli rvakli?” it growled when its pupils stopped spinning 
and settled on the girl. 

“Broccoli souvlaki...? Sorry, fresh out at the moment. Try 
someplace else...” Tanya babbled, trying to hide behind the dou- 
ble bass. 

The head grinned, baring sharpened yellow teeth each the 
size of a good fist. Furthermore, it became apparent something 
that looked very much like the sole of a boot was stuck between 


the two front teeth. 
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“Whaddaya mean by this ‘souvlaki’??” the head asked 
hoarsely. “Where's the magic password? Why, weren't ya warned 
I can tear anyone who illegally uses magic items to shreds? Sorta 
leave scraps of ’em in little nooks and crannies all over the 
place.” 

“No, no one warned me,” Tanya blurted out quickly, realizing 
that was her only defense. 

“Ha! I don’t buy that one bit! If ya weren’t warned, then yer 
not a witch, but one of them lopukhoids!” 

“No, I'm a witch... That is, I... Wait, I can explain every- 
thing...” 

Tanya backed away frightened, and, hoping the head would 
disappear, hastily drew her bow across the next string. 

“Vzhiangg!” the string hummed roundly. No, the head did not 
disappear; rather, another head, even more like a bandit’s and 
sporting a bushy Feldwebel mustache, immediately appeared 
next to it. 

“Where’s the unholy spirit? Vyakli byakli obvivakli,” it asked 
in a voice that scraped like sandpaper. 

Tanya moaned, feeling a burning desire to be a hundred kilo- 
meters away from there — or, at the very least, to sink right 
through the floor. 

“Vyakli byakli obvivakli?” the head repeated impatiently. 

“Good to see ya, Usynya!” barked the head that had ap- 


peared on the loggia first. “I reckon it’s about time we polished 
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someone off. Someone who summoned us without knowing the 
simplest magic password...” 

“Right you are, Dubynya... It’s high time we teach these 
green witches a lesson! They'll learn not to mess up their spells!” 

“Yeah, and I don’t think this one's even a witch; just one of 
them lopukhoids... Makes my blood boil when those zeroes start 
thinking themselves spellcasters. I'd like to cut off the hands of 
the ones what give ’em the tools of magic...” 

Tanya gripped her bow in fear. She wanted to wave it at 
them, knowing sometimes that made these apparitions disap- 
pear, but she accidentally grazed another string. Here we go 
again! What’s gonna happen now? she thought with a sense of 
foreboding. And her premonition did not disappoint her. 

“Drrianggg!” the string sang maliciously, and immediately a 
third head, as bald as a billiard ball, rolled out next to the first 
two. Its face was as flat as a pancake, and had the same pock- 
marked texture as one. Its eyes were like narrow slits, and its 
huge mouth stretched from ear to ear. It was clear that this head, 
if not completely dense, was at least a little dotty. 

“Goryani podnimaturus?” the head asked darkly. 

Tanya, heart sinking, remained silent. 

“I'm sick of getting my head transported by itself. Where 
does that leave the rest of my body, just hanging around head- 


less? So anyone who pleases can come up and kick me? Suppos- 


4»? 103 4 


ing, for instance, I was in battle — then what should I do? Flail 
about blindly?” 

“Yeah, Gorynya! Exactly like ya said! Course, if no one’s there 
to slug, don’t blame me...” said Dubynya. “I’m just telling ya how 
it is. Not five minutes ago, outta sheer boredom, | started up with 
two cyclopes: I says to ’em, I says, ‘How’s about knocking each 
other around, One-Eyes? Been a long time since ya broke some- 
thing, or something like that. No sooner had one started swing- 
ing his arm than this old dome of mine — poof! — turned up 
here! Bet he’s pretty confused now... Probably thinks he knocked 
my head off or something... In short, there’s no telling how to 
brawl without a head.” 

“No, we definitely must gobble her up!” Usynya decided for 
all of them. “Say the password! Well? Ya don't know it? Then ya 
brought this on yerself!” 

“Kovokli? Obvivatum? Goryani? Zyuzli Kyzyukli?” Tanya 
blurted out at random. 

“Heh, so close... Now to cut to the chase!” Gorynya said 
knowingly. His voice sounded rather sweet, but the girl did not 
like the way he licked his lips. Nastily, he licked them. 

The heads exchanged meaningful looks. Usynya’s mustache 
cracked like a whip and, after ensnaring Tanya's ankle, began 
pulling her toward them. The girl tried to run away, screaming, 
but the mustache was as thick as boat rope. 


“Shame our hands ain't here... There’s nothing else to grab 
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her with... Well, no matter; we’ve got her anyway...” Usynya mut- 
tered, accepting the situation. 

Dubynya grew nervous: 

“Hey there, brother, uh... Don't forget about us. Leave us 
something, okay?” he asked hoarsely. “We always, ya know, used 
to treat ya...” 

“When didja ever treat me?” Usynya was indignant. 

“Don’t ya remember? Those German knights...” 

“Pah... Just a bunch of canned goods! Once ya get ’em 
opened, they’re all sweaty!” 

“Ya should’ve used a can opener. Afterwards, their lances 
come in very handy as toothpicks.” 

Defending herself, Tanya waved her bow about, but this 
frightened Usynya no more than if she had tried poking him with 
a match. His mouth with its huge, blunt teeth was already very 
close. Some of Usynya's teeth were missing, and the rest did not 
look all that great. 

“A-a-ahh! Don't touch me! You need to see a dentist!” Tanya 
shouted, desperately pushing against the monstrous head's fore- 
head. She wasn’t going to let it swallow her without putting up a 
fight. 

“And what’s his deal? Whaddaya eat him with?” inquired 
Usynya. 

“With drills and bits... They go nicely with mayonnaise, es- 


pecially when paired with gloves and tweezers!” suggested 
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Dubynya. Of all three heads, he seemed to be the most well-in- 
formed. On top of that, he had a lot of practical experience. 

Changing tack, Tanya tried to poke the giant in the nose with 
her elbow. He blinked in surprise. 

“Hey, for a lopukhoid, yer pretty brave. Usually they faint 
right away,” he said admiringly. 

“I'm not a lopukhoid, I tell you! And that double bass doesn't 
belong to someone else! My papa is Leopold Grotter!” 

The whiskers clutching her ankle suddenly loosened their 
grip. 

“WHAT? Are ya GROTTER’S daughter? Are ya TANYA Grot- 
ter?” 

All three heads stared at her in disbelief. 

“Can ya prove that? ...How’s it possible Grotter herself don't 
know the simplest spells? After all, the Grot-ters sure were all 
huge brainiacs! Downright scholars something fierce!” Usynya 
was skeptical. 

“No, she is, she... That mole on her nose, those curls... Every- 
thing about her says she’s not lying...” whispered Gorynya. 

“Oy, my sainted giantess mother! Oy, my sainted titan father! 
Oy, my sainted cyclops granny! Break me in half and put me back 
together! Doth my little eyes deceive me!” Dubynya began to 
weep. “This is Grotter’s daughter, all right, who met the gaze of 


The Nothing One and lived! The only one to survive her!” 
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“IT can’t believe we almost ate her! That would’ve been a dis- 
aster!” boomed Usynya, turning crimson. 

“Yeah, we'll really be in for it if she tells Sardanapal.” 

“Or Yagge! Or Vitup! But she wouldn't tell... She wouldn't 
snitch on three good souls who were just pulling her le— err, 
just playing a little joke?” Dubynya fawned. 

“Some joke! Do you know what making jokes like that does 
to your teeth? However, I won't hold it against you,” Tanya grum- 
bled, amazed at their impudence. 

“We're wildly sorry. Talk about yer blunders!” said Usynya. 

“It was a little mix-up...” Gorynya butted in. 

“A minor miscommunication... Ya should’ve said koloboro- 
dun — then everything would've been in order,” Dubynya blurted 
out guiltily. “Now keep it easy; it’s time for us to go! It's bad for 
us to stay in the lopukhoid realm too long.” 

“Yeah, otherwise our bodies’ll stomp around and do some- 
thing stupid. Gotta go catch those headless numskulls. Oy, what a 
miracle; when we tell people who we saw, they won't believe it!” 
finished Usynya. 

Hurrying to leave, the three heads swiftly whirled around in 
place. Their ears, crimson with remorse, glimmered. 

“Wait... Don’t go!” Tanya shouted, but the loggia was already 
empty. The overwhelmed girl hadn’t been able to ask them the 
questions that were dancing on her tongue. 


Who was Sardanapal? And Yagge? And The Nothing One? As 
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soon as Tanya said that name to herself, her head began to spin 
again... For some reason, gaunt, sickly green hands, touched by 
decay, flashed through the girl's memory... Disgusting, disem- 
bodied hands, reaching out to her throat... 

“Give me what you're hiding! I am dead, while you are alive... 
You are to blame for my death... For ten long years since your 
birth, and for ten centuries before it, I have been waiting for this 
hour!” whispered a voice. An icy, dead hand touched her face 
and, pulling back, faded away... 

“This is Grotter’s daughter all right, who met the gaze of The 
Nothing One and lived! The only one to survive her!” Tanya re- 
called the words of the talking head. It seemed like that huge 
head had also been afraid of this “One,” and thus treated the girl 
with a mixture of fear and admiration. 

Who did I see? Who...? What about my parents? Are they alive 
or dead? If only I could learn how to use this enchanted thingam- 
abob! Maybe then some of my questions would get answered! 
Tanya thought sadly. 

Worried the three giant heads had caught the Durnevs’ at- 
tention and alarmed them, Tanya hastily looked into the apart- 
ment. No, everything was quiet on the Pipa front; in fact, it 
seemed that Pipa had gone out with some of her sycophantic 
girlfriends. Uncle German, having taken every vitamin neces- 


sary, had gone to the Duma to catch the eye of as many influen- 
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tial persons as possible and stretch his mouth before all of them 
in the friendly grin of a re-educated upir. 

As for Aunt Ninel, a horrible ruckus was coming from her 
room, as if someone were pounding the floor with a sledgeham- 
mer at regular intervals. It seemed that Madame Durneva had 
again decided to take up aerobics, and at such times, she didn’t 


even notice what was happening right in front of her own nose. 


e 

The week that followed the discovery of the double bass went 
exceptionally well for Tanya. No one bothered her, no one has- 
sled her; her presence in the apartment was only noticed when 
she appeared in the kitchen. Sometimes, it seemed to the girl like 
she had become completely invisible. To the Durnevs, at least. 

Actually, there was a very simple explanation for this. The 
entire family had absolutely no time to ruin her life: they were 
all concerned about what had happened to Uncle German. The 
nightmarish pogrom had been attributed to Durnev's temporary 
insanity, brought on by an overly stressful election campaign. Af- 
ter hopping around the apartment all evening, he had torn off all 
the wallpaper and chewed on his slippers, then calmed down 
and fallen asleep on the floor in the hallway, hiding his head un- 
der the rug. Aunt Ninel and Pipa had nearly fainted. Tanya, on 
the other hand, hadn’t been at all surprised, realizing that Wid- 


dle Whistles the Wabbit had simply gone into his burrow. 
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By the time he woke up the following morning, Uncle Ger- 
man had already completely regained his senses, and he was ter- 
ribly surprised to find himself in (to put it mildly) an unusual 
place. He flung the rug into the far corner of the corridor, ten- 
derly kissed the dachshund (who barked at him), and again be- 
came his old self — sickly green, bitter, and ill-tempered. Tanya 
could only sigh; she had liked Uncle German much more as a 
rabbit. He'd even had a certain charm. 

“Some were born as humans by chance of nature’s folly. No 
doubt that’s why they grow to be grotesque and melancholy,” 
mused an ode. 

Uncle German himself did not remember anything about his 
insanity, nor about the rest of that day’s events. True, now and 
then he became strangely thoughtful and, folding up his hands 
like paws, began hopping up and down in place. This usually 
happened whenever he caught a glimpse of carrots or lettuce. It 
was for this reason Aunt Ninel decisively threw out all the car- 
rots and lettuce in the apartment, completely excluding them 
from the menu. Pipa and Tanya were strictly forbidden from 
even accidentally mentioning those words, along with words like 
“forest,” “bunnies,” “hopscotch,” and generally anything else that 
might lead Uncle German's thoughts to that forbidden subject. 

Tanya spent every free moment she had with her magical 
double bass. As before with the case, she now eagerly studied 


every square inch of the instrument, feeling its every tiny crack, 
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every minor patch of roughness. Soon she could already, with 
her eyes closed, barely touching the instrument with her fingers, 
accurately guess where on the fingerboard or what section of the 
string she was touching. 

Too bad I don’t know how to play the double bass... On the 
other hand, maybe you're not supposed to play it. There wasn't 
anything in the magic manual about music, just about sorcerers 
and magic, thought Tanya. 

Still, now and then she took the bow in her hands and dared 
to draw it over the strings. 

The sounds the instrument made were always unexpected, 
and their consequences were unpredictable. The first time, a 
swarm of wasps had appeared on the loggia. The second time, 
the air filled with the unnerving stench of rotten meat, and from 
somewhere above, a monstrously large shinbone fell on her 
head. The third time, Tanya managed to manifest out of thin air a 
jar of jam that tasted like frog’s eggs. She might even have gotten 
used to that somehow if only the jar hadn't periodically opened 
its eyes. Tanya put it away in the cabinet, hiding it among some 
old books. 

But after that ridiculous affair with the three heads, which 
had almost cost her her life, the girl decided she had better rein 
in her enthusiasm. In any case, she was more careful from then 
on. 


There was still one question that deeply interested Tanya, 
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however. According to the birch bark manual, besides magic, the 
double bass could also be used for flying. But how? No matter 
how many times the girl tried to jump with it, carefully sitting 
horseback on it and even waving the bow around like a saber, it 
would not rise even five centimeters off the floor. 

One evening, when Pipa was already sound asleep in her 
room and probably dreaming about the mysterious GP giving 
her thirteen kilograms of sweets and a remedy for sweaty palms, 
Tanya carefully fiddled with the double bass. She was about to 
put it back in the case when she noticed that one of the strings 
was sagging a lot. Deciding to tighten it, the girl began to care- 
fully turn the lower peg. No sooner had she made a half turn 
than the double bass suddenly trembled, and the low voice of a 
radio announcer burst out from the f-holes: 

“So far, the secret behind the theft of the golden sword has 
not been uncovered. Who would want to steal it from the 
lopukhoids? This is not the first time the best detectives of 
Tibidoxs have been asking that question. As you of course al- 
ready know, the golden sword has caused some serious dis- 
agreements between bright and dark mages for the last fifteen 
hundred years. Each side has sought to use it in their magic ritu- 
als, supplementing their existing arsenals of magic items with it. 
Let us remind you that the bright and dark mages each have ten 
such items, twenty in total, resulting in a certain balance of 


power. An additional twenty-first object could give an edge to 
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one side. As a result, about a thousand years ago, a strict ban 
was imposed on the use of the golden sword, and the sword it- 
self, so as not to tempt anyone, was sent to the lopukhoid realm. 
Now this taboo has been violated. The strongest magical item, 
commensurate only with the hair of Drevnir or the rarest instru- 
ments of Feofil Grotter, is now in the hands of some unknown 
thief. Who is this thief? What camp does he belong to? And the 
main, the most important question of all — is he somehow con- 
nected to The Nothing One? As of yet, there are no answers to 
these questions since the magic of the sword has not yet been re- 
leased...” 

Tanya's hand trembled slightly. The peg turned. The radio 
announcer's voice tuned out, and instead, a strange, rattling 
melody burst out of the f-holes of the double bass. It sounded 
like someone striking a large spoon against a cracked cauldron, 


while somewhere off in the distance, a sandstorm howled... 


“Aurelis fifas geras shibarshitus parallelis 
Gruntis Brunti Truntis Frat Guaerobus Rhodopat 
Philostesis Grupus Byakis Mikronimos Zapulyatos 


Sheburshun and Sheropat zakolyanus arapat...” 


someone distinctly uttered. 
Shrugging her shoulders, Tanya once again turned the peg 


and heard a lively female voice: 
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“Every day, hundreds of cupids come flying to us here at ra- 
dio station Conjuress with mailbags full of letters and crawling 
with thousands of maggotgrams from young little witches, all 
with the same question: ‘How do I get married?’ Nothing could 
be simpler, my dears. Write down this recipe, famous in the time 
of the legendary Tsar Gorokh, and imparted to him personally by 
the renowned Tsarina Savochkina who used it to snare her 
twelfth husband. You just take ninety grams of ground up di- 
nosaur bones, add some rusalka scales, three kikimora finger- 
nails, and seven white crow feathers, then dilute everything with 
dragon blood. Stir the resulting solution thoroughly with coffin 
splinters, and drink it on the night of the new moon. Got it? Now 
celebrate! Until the following new moon, you will be completely 
seductive and irresistible. This will be enough time for you to get 
married. True, this potion does come with one side effect. After 
one month, you will start to grow thick sideburns, and your 
weight will increase by forty kilograms. But if you consider that 
there’s no divorce in the magical realm, you may well take the 
risk. This has been the famous faith healer, Gryziana Pripy- 
atskaya...” 

Oho-ho, thought Tanya. Seems witches have the same prob- 
lems Aunt Ninel has... How can I find out if anyone sold her such a 
potion back when she was hunting Uncle German? Sounds a lot 
like it! 


She tightened the string a little more. There was a creak, 
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some noise, the hiss of radio waves, and then the double bass 
suddenly squeaked in a child's voice: 

“Take a swig of bitter bug spray — that stuff really packs a 
wallop! Conjure, leshy, conjure, granddad — there aren’t any extra 
machine guns!.. Yikes, they spotted me... Where are my invisible 
sneakers and the flying cap with flaps?” 

Before Tanya had time to switch stations, the double bass 
suddenly shook in her hands, jumped up, vibrated from an extra- 
ordinary pressure, and confidently spoke in a clear, vibrant 
voice: 

“Hey, all you fans out there! You're listening to live coverage 
of the drakonbol match between Team Upir and the Bald Moun- 
tain Beldames... With you, cheerful as always, it’s the commenta- 
tor who everyone loves, Bab-Yagun... Today's match is facing 
some difficulties — gusty winds coming off the coast are causing 
interference, regularly tossing players off their vacuum clean- 
ers... Seems like one of our sport’s detractors has cast a spell, 
which we've been unsuccessfully trying to remove for the past 
three hours. 

“I'm coming to you from the guest stands of the center sta- 
dium. To my right looms the central tower of Tibidoxs. Next to it, 
the Tower of Ghosts is smoking: not long ago, Team Upir’s 
dragon crashed into it, opening fire on the tower — literally. At 
the moment, the vodyanoy brigade is still putting out the Tower 


of Ghosts, but the match, as they say, must go on... 
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“If you could only see what's going on in the stands! The 
upirs have gone completely off the rails! I'm sure my micro- 
phone’s picking up their raging screams and chilling howls. On 
the advice of Academician Sardanapal and the Tibidoxs magic 
drakonbol federation, it was extremely wise to order all the 
upirs to wear muzzles. Otherwise, blood surely would have been 
shed by now. Given how the character of the crones from Bald 
Mountain is also far from perfect, that could have provoked a 
terrible riot, not unlike the one that took place during the match 
between the Tajik jinn and the dark side mages that resulted in 
twelve spectators having irreversible curses cast on them, and 
eight others disappearing to who-knows-where... 

“[’m not enjoying today's match all that much: both the Bel- 
dames and the Upirs are mediocre players. Barely any nail-biters 
so far; the strikers seem afraid to fly up close to the opposing 
dragons and only throw balls from far off where they can’t possi- 
bly hit their targets... Oh, I think I spoke too soon! The Bald 
Mountain Beldames’ defense is out of whack. Team Upir’s for- 
ward Kreeper bursts ahead with the knockout ball, the most 
dangerous of all the balls in the game! If he throws it in the 
dragon’s mouth, the Bald Mountain Beldames can kiss victory 
goodbye... 

“He bypasses one defender, then another... If only you could 
have seen that courageous gesture with which he moved the 


pipe of his diving vacuum cleaner from one hand to the other! Its 
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motor roars harshly, spitting out bits of debris and kikimora 


“Kreeper swings... You can hear the roar in the stands... A 
goal is inevitable!.. Oh no, what's this? A moan rolls across the 
stands — the characteristic, blood-chilling moan of the upirs. 
They say any lopukhoid who hears that moan faints immedi- 
ately... The dragon of the Bald Mountain team slams his mouth 
shut, thereby making a goal impossible... The ball hits him right 
in the eye and explodes! The dragon is furious! He flaps his 
wings, lashes his flexible tail, and takes off. Bent on getting even, 
he rushes after Team Upir’s forward... What will happen? Clutch- 
ing his pipe and almost vertically sprawling in the air, Kreeper 
deftly turns around and tries to hide on his jet vacuum cleaner, 
the UVERTON-2003. 

“The wind whistles... Incredible speed... Frankly, I never 
would’ve expected this from an UVERTON... It was my opinion 
that, while maneuverable enough, that model wasn’t capable of 
sudden accelerations. Chances are the other players on Team 
Upir have strengthened Kreeper’s UVERTON with a dozen or so 
speeding spells. Technically, that's against the rules, but consid- 
ering how the Beldames have probably also been cheating, we’ll 
look the other way... 

“Hey, this dragon isn’t kidding around! He’s seriously hell- 
bent on catching Kreeper. The dragons aren't fed for a year and a 


half before a match so they'll be extra rowdy, but if you ask me, 
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this one hasn't been fed in at least three years. That or — and I 
wouldn't rule this out — when the Beldames gave their dragon 
his incandescent mercury to drink, they added a few drops of 
aged miser's bile to it. Such doping is impossible to detect, but it 
makes dragons one and a half times more vicious. 

“The dragon, in hot pursuit, shoots fires at Kreeper, forcing 
him to drastically gain altitude... This goes against the laws of 
gravity — against everything I know! 

“By the hair of Drevnir, here it is — the most exciting mo- 
ment of the match! Its peak! Its climax! 

“Two other upirs on bright, warning-colored vacuum clean- 
ers try to distract the dragon from his prey. They nearly succeed, 
but what's... Oh no! Kreeper’s vacuum cleaner just got licked by 
a tongue of fire... The pipe is melted; the motor's conking out. 
It's a miracle the vacuum’s still up in the air. The protective 
amulets must be working. The dragon’s getting closer... Already 
he’s got his terrible mouth wide open... Kreeper screams and 
swan dives off his vacuum, hoping to use his headscarf-para- 
chute. Too late — the dragon catches him right in his mouth... 
Swallows... What a disaster! Team Upir are left without their 
best player... 

“A tense moment! GO-O-OAL! And another! I can't believe my 
eyes! Taking advantage of the situation, the Bald Mountain Bel- 
dames shot over to Team Upir’s dragon and tossed the flame 


trap ball into his mouth, followed by the pepper blaster... 
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“Team Upir’s dragon — who, as you know, injured his wing 
colliding with the tower — didn’t manage to close his mouth in 
time... The balls exploded at once, releasing their spell-like 
charges... The dragon’s fire breath dies out... He starts sneezing, 
and three previously swallowed offense players and Solovey O. 
Razboynik, the umpire, come shooting head-over-heels out of 
the dragon’s mouth. They don't look good: three hours in a 
dragon's mouth — what an ordeal! Hold on; who else is flying 
out of the dragon's mouth? Are those spectators? Yes, so they 
are! Must be some poor schmucks who risked sneaking into the 
match without protective tickets... Well, once again we continue 
to marvel at dragons’ fantastic sense of smell... 

“The umpire blows his magic whistle! Could it be? Yes, so it 
is — a total victory for the Bald Mountain team! Collars are put 
back on the dragons and, gradually calming them down, they’re 
taken to the fireproof hangars where the jinn will attend to 
them... I wonder if we'll see Kreeper again, or will he suffer the 
fate of the mage Abbakum the Violet, swallowed three years ago, 
who was simply forgotten in the dragon's jaw..? It would be a 
huge shame for the upirs to lose such a star striker... And with 
that, my dear listeners, I conclude my coverage. This has been 
the commentator who everyone loves and who many find annoy- 
ing, Bab-Yagun... 

“Wait... What's that noise in hangar three? The umpire and 


half a dozen jinn, cowardly covering their heads, are rushing out 
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of there... And behind them, holy smoke... What idiot forgot to 
enchant the backup hangar gates? I swear on my gram’s head, 
it’s Goyaryn himself, the fearsome battle dragon into whose jaws 
has rarely a goal been thrown! We all thought he was hibernat- 
ing, but apparently the noise of the stadium woke him up. A ter- 
rible, frightening roar... The magic barrier separating the playing 
field from the spectators is cracking... Goyarin breathes out 
clouds of sulfur — he must not be warmed up enough yet for 
flame-throwing... What's this? He's trying to take off! Save your- 
self if you can! He's flying this way! Why isn’t he wearing an anti- 
swallowing muzzle? A-A-AH...!” 

There was an unsettling noise that sounded like “crunch- 
crunch.” 

Because of that wild yowl, the double bass jumped a meter 
into the air, its strings droned, then all fell silent. Tanya rushed to 
the double bass and pressed her ear to it, but it did not make a 
single other sound, no matter how much she twisted the tuning 
pegs. The mysterious broadcast had been cut off. 

“Drakonbol!” Tanya exclaimed. “I don’t believe it; sorcerers 
flying through the air and throwing balls into the jaws of drag- 
ons! That ‘crunch-crunch’ was bad luck for someone... Doesn’t 
seem all that fun to me! Sounds more like Pipa’s idea of a bad 
joke!” 

All the same, she could not help but admit that, although the 


rules of the game were not yet entirely clear to her, she wouldn't 
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say no to attending a match. Where else could a raging living 
goal swallow a dozen spectators, not to mention the players 
themselves? This wasn’t boring human football like Uncle Ger- 
man watched on TV, where the only pair of goals were station- 
ary. 

Reflecting on the wonderful feature of the double bass she 
had just managed to discover (namely its ability to receive magi- 
cal radio waves), Tanya was about to lie down on her damp, 
creaky cot when suddenly, from outside, where there was noth- 
ing besides the close and unfriendly cold autumn sky and some 
creaking trees, came a deafening choo! 

The girl jumped up and pressed her nose against the glass. 
At first, she did not see anything at all, but then that choo! was 
repeated again, so emphatically so that even the windows rat- 
tled. Tanya shifted her gaze slightly to the right, then a little 
lower, and... she thought she must be delirious... In any case, if 
Pipa had dreamed something like this, she would have immedi- 
ately started rolling on the floor, yelling: “I’ve gone bonkers! I’m 
off my rocker! Get me twenty doctors to analyze me!” 

In the gray evening sky, directly opposite the window, hov- 
ered a bed with a box-spring mattress. Sprawled across the full 
length of the bed was a husky mummy, all wrapped up to the 
eyes in either bandages or tarred-over coffin lining. The left leg 
of the mummy was in a cast and suspended in traction... As for 


the right leg... No, that one seemed to be all in order... Only, it 
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was shod rather strangely — in a heavy cavalry boot with a 


golden spur. 
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Chapter 5 
BAB-YAGUN 


neezing two or three more times — each sneeze making 

the bed lunge in one direction or the other like a fright- 

ened horse — the mummy energetically swung the leg 
with the spur, lightly jabbing one of the bedposts. The bed obedi- 
ently moved in for the landing. The latch securing the window 
sash snapped off with a light click. The bed landed right on top of 
the cot, crushing it unceremoniously. Wasting no time, the 
mummy, stretching as far as he could, sat up and stared at Tanya 
with small, curious eyes. Or, more precisely, with a small, curious 
eye, since the other was completely hidden under the bandages. 
Over the bandages, a massive Turkish dagger, looking more like 
a small yataghan, was tucked into the mummy's belt. 

“Turn around... Right... Now the other side... Perfect! No 
doubt about it... Oy, sweet mother, my gram! It's her,” the 
mummy muttered in a hushed voice, hastily adjusting his 
mussed-up bandages and, as much as possible, trying to look im- 


portant. 
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“Koloborodun!” Tanya cried out loudly just in case, having 
learned her lesson after her encounter with the talking heads. 

“Borodun? Who the heck’s Borodun?” The mummy was con- 
fused. 

His vibrant, high-pitched voice seemed strangely familiar to 
Tanya. She was suddenly convinced she'd already heard it some- 
where once before... But where and when? She’d never been ac- 
quainted with any flying mummies before. Nor with any non-fly- 
ing mummies for that matter, except, of course, green old Uncle 
German. But even he looked more like an ordinary corpse than a 
mummy. 

“Koloborodun!” Tanya repeated again. If she were about to 
be eaten, then that word had to work. 

Bandages — the girl still wasn’t completely sure he was a 
mummy yet — began to worry. 

“Wait a sec... What’s all this ‘koloborodun’ business? Did you 
by any chance get a visit from those weirdos — Usynya, 
Dubynya, and Gorynya?” he inquired. 

“That’s right, they were here,” Tanya admitted, not all that 
surprised the mummy knew them from somewhere. Lately, 
nothing seemed to surprise her. 

Bandages banged his fist on his knee: 

“Oh, sweet mother, my gram! Lucky you! Word on the street 


is they have no problem eating lopukhoids now and then... oops, 
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sorry... 1 mean, it's best not to mess with them, especially if you 
don't know all those stupid passwords they’re always changing!” 

“What on earth are they?” Tanya asked cautiously. 

“Usynya, Gorynya, and Dubynya?” Bandages scratched the 
back of his head. “Well, they’re... how to put this... sort of like 
bruiser-bogatyrs — not bad, but with baloney for brains. You 
can summon them, of course, but only as a last resort... Like if 
unholy spirits are really stirring up trouble, for example. But 
even then I'd advise against it, cause who knows what those 
guys'll do. It’s better to take care of unholy spirits ourselves, so 
long as they’re weaklings.” 

Looks like someone’s already been taken care of, thought 
Tanya, looking at his bandages without the horror she'd felt be- 
fore. Talking to a mummy wasn't exactly something she was used 
to. On the other hand, she was starting to get a little taste for it. 
Her fear faded away. 

So, sir, are you an unholy spirit too? Tanya wanted to ask. 
More accurately, she had just opened her mouth to ask that 
when her question was answered. 

“Nothing of the sort!” The mummy waved his plastered 
hands indignantly. “This has nothing to do with being an unholy 
spirit. I got swallowed by a dragon. Why else’d I be flying around 
on this nightmare of a bed? Just so all the guys could laugh at 
me? No way, not for all the money in the world! Normally, I use a 


top-notch little 700 series vacuum cleaner — just a toy really! 
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Turbochargers, two safety shawls, chromium-plated pipes, apri- 
cot nalivka-scented conditioner, and some other bells and whis- 
tles.” 

As soon as he mentioned the dragon and started talking so 
proudly about his vacuum, Tanya immediately remembered 
where she'd heard his voice before! Yes, just now — on the magi- 
cal double bass! 

“Pardon me, sir, but... you’re not... not Bab-Yagun, are you? 
Cheerful as always and who everyone loves? But you were just 
eaten by a dragon! I heard you scream — and that ‘crunch- 
crunch’... And that was... well, that was only a short while ago... 
How did you manage to get out of the dragon's stomach?” 

Bab-Yagun looked at her joyfully with his unbandaged eye. 
His cheekbones — what was visible of them, anyway — flushed 
with pride. 

“It’s the most... But how did you know? The healing spells 
haven't even been taken off me yet, and I’m all wrapped up so 
that the skeleetles won't get away. After all, nothing good’d come 
of it if they got on healthy people. My own gram barely recog- 
nized me under all these bandages and plaster.” 

Tanya wanted to ask what the skeleetles were, but didn't. 
She doubted they were anything pleasant. 

“I mean — I’m Yagun, all right! But, uh, just one question... 


How’d you know who I[ am...? I haven’t been introduced to you 


«K 126 «1K 


before, have I? The enchanted tattoo on my heel’s not showing...” 
continued Bab-Yagun. 

Suddenly, he narrowed his eye for a moment and glanced 
sideways at Tanya. She instantly felt a strange tickle in her hair 
— and not just in her hair, but under it as well, in her very head. 

“No, that match was a week ago,” Bab-Yagun went on as if 
nothing had happened. “What you heard wasn’t the live broad- 
cast itself, but sort of an echo... See, it takes a long time for the 
waves to reach the lopukhoid realm; they have to pass through 
the seven rainbows and, well, a lot of other stuff like that... Any- 
way, the dragon ate me. And what a dragon! Goyaryn himself! 
Good thing at least they’re — the dragons, I mean — that they’re 
in the habit of swallowing without chewing first. 

“There were twenty of us in his stomach — dark siders and 
bright... Plus some upirs, and five old hags too. It was dark and 
bumpy in there, and the heat was terrible, just like in the cy- 
clopes’ banya. Bones were rattling around, skulls that looked like 
they'd been there since ancient times. Still, it was bearable — at 
least until the upirs started a fight with the hags. They bit, they 
kicked, they scratched — all in the dark. I tried separating them, 
and here's the result: not a single bone left unbroken. Your aver- 
age fans... they don't really like sportscasters very much, and 
there, under cover of darkness, they made that pretty clear. So I 


wound up like this, even though I fought like a lion! Better than a 
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lion, in fact! More like a rabid Central Asian jinni whose favorite 
jug’s just been broken...” 

Bab-Yagun valiantly slashed the air with his cast-covered 
arm and gasped in pain. 

“But, sir, how did they get you out?” asked Tanya. “You your- 
self said that Goyaryn... that he almost never lets anyone out of 
his mouth... And there were all those bones around in there.” 

“Oh, there was a whole heap of skeletons! You couldn’t count 
them in the dark of course, but you could feel them... You can 
imagine how nice it is to stumble upon someone's skull in the 
dark,” said Bab-Yagun. “Whew, sweet mother, my gram! It’s a 
miracle we got out! 

“T'll let you in on a secret: in the whole world there are only 
five or six sorcerers that dragons sorta obey. Generally speaking, 
magic doesn’t mean anything to them. Spells don’t work on drag- 
ons except maybe the most powerful ones, and even then, only 
for a very short time. Afterward, they'll be immune to that spell 
the rest of their life, so you can’t try it on them a second time. 
And Goyaryn... He's like a five-story building, but with wings. 
And his mouth...? Each tooth’s the size of this flying bed! 

“But anyway, Goyaryn had to spit us out... He had old hags 
stuck in his gut like nasty, painful gallstones. Soon as they 
started showering curses and swearing ‘mong themselves, some- 
one stole somebody’s practically brand new shroud, then his 


belly started shaking like an earthquake and out we came. 
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‘Course, it also helped that one of the upirs who thrashed me 
more than the others had some raskovnik with him. Such a little 
blade of grass, but dragons hate it something awful. Makes them 
start to swell up.” 

“And were... were you not terribly scared, sir?” asked Tanya, 
imagining the dragon’s stomach as a huge, black, impenetrable 
bag, with hot coals attached all around it. 

Bab-Yagun pondered a moment. 

“You can cut out all that ‘sir’ stuff. I'm only slightly older 
than... But that’s not the point. People calling me ‘sir’ just makes 
me break out in a rash, and it’s already uncomfortable enough 
under these bandages... I have to scratch with my Turkish dag- 
ger, and that's hazardous to a guy’s health!” he said. 

“So, was | afraid...? Not a bit. I don’t know the meaning of the 
word, you see. I happen to play drakonbol myself. I'm confident 
I'll be recruited onto the Tibidoxs team one day... There’s no one 
our team can’t clobber! Not vodyanoys, not barabasheks, not 
even chorts that one time, and those guys were rough! There's 
no tougher coach in the world than Solovey O. Razboynik of the 
dark side mages! No one skips out on practice; he’d freeze you 
with just a glance if you tried to... Oh yeah, do you know the 
rules of drakonbol?” he suddenly thought to ask. 

Bab-Yagun looked sideways at Tanya, and once again she felt 
for a moment like someone were gently tickling her brain with 


the tip of a feather. With a cry, the girl clapped her hands against 
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her temples, and she had the impression something like a cork 
popped out of her consciousness. 

“Hey, that hurt! You can’t go around blocking like that! You 
almost trapped me in there!” Bab-Yagun gasped, shaking his 
head so hard part of his bandages came unwound. 

“Were you reading my thoughts? Knock it off!” Tanya 
shouted, her indignation easily getting her over calling him “sir.” 

Bab-Yagun looked around guiltily and nervously at the same 
time, as if checking to see whether anyone were eavesdropping 
on them. 

“Shh! How'd you know that? Not even all the greatest sorcer- 
ers can tell when they’re being mirrored...” he whispered. 

““Mirrored’?” 

“Mirrored, vanitied.... It means looking into someone’s 
head. What lopukhoids call ‘telepathy’. You know how they — 
the lopukhoids, I mean — love inventing all sorts of clever 
words. Throw a glass at someone with your mind — in the heat 
of the moment, of course — and they're all, ‘Telekinesis, 
telekinesis!’ Or you fly a little here and there when walking’s just 
too much of a bummer, and they go, ‘Levitation’... Hey, don't tell 
anybody I... well, that I was mirroring, I mean. I always do it 
without getting caught. Very few people ever notice, even people 
like us! But you... You noticed!” 

“I just felt something tickling my head,” Tanya said, embar- 


rassed. 
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“That's it! That's exactly it! Advanced natural psychic ability! 
And that block! It smacked me like a sledgehammer!” Bab-Yagun 
exclaimed enthusiastically. Then, as if struck by some idea, he 
suddenly slapped himself hard on the forehead: 

“Ah, it just hit me: you're from the Grotter line, and they 
carry all these tricks in their blood... After all, the Grotters are al- 
most the most ancient magical family of them all. Only Sardana- 
pal's from a line that’s a little bit older, and so are Meduziya and 
Grandpa Mazai...” 

“Gran-Grandpa who?” Tanya asked, amazed. 

“Oh, he was a powerful mage! ’Course, he died a long time 
ago. But way back when, he turned a hundred dark mages all at 
once into hares with an irreversible spell, and then felt so 
ashamed, he spent the rest of his life gathering them up...” ex- 
plained Bab-Yagun, and continued: 

“Course, I'm from an ancient family too, though I never brag 
about it. Except when I have to bring it up to put attention-seek- 
ing snobs in their place... Promise you won't tell anyone, or else I 
might get in trouble. Us bright mages are forbidden from med- 
dling in each other’s thoughts. Dark mages, on the other hand — 
they’ve got it easy. Whether they hang around with unholy spir- 
its or hurl incinerating lightning bolts, they have total freedom. 
There’s only one thing they’re not allowed to do: they can’t per- 
form good deeds, or else there'll be trouble. But except for The 


Nothing One, they’re not really afraid of anybody.” 
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All of a sudden, something started ringing under Bab-Ya- 
gun's bandages, so deafeningly the iron bed frame jumped and 
creaked with all its rusty joints. In the apartment house oppo- 
site, about a dozen windows immediately lit up. Sleepy faces 
pressed against the glass looked out into the courtyard, unsure 
of what was happening. 

“What is that?” Tanya asked, frightened. 

“Ah, nothing to worry about! Just my chimepiece getting 
bent out of shape! It won't shut up till I look at the screen. Al- 
most got it...” Bab-Yagun muttered, hurriedly trying to unravel 
his bandages. 

“Hurry! Before it wakes up Pipa! And Uncle German!” Cover- 
ing her ears, Tanya hastily pressed her face to the glass panel. 

Indeed, the blanket on Pipa's bed looked like a small hill. A 
round face emerged from under the covers. 

“She's waking up! Now she’s gonna start wailing!” Tanya 
shouted in despair. 

“Don't worry!” 

Bab-Yagun, jumping out of bed with a creak, hopped on one 
leg to the loggia door and muttered: 

“Sopelus! Darn it, got mixed up again... Sopellis... Soppelium 
relanium!” 

But either something went wrong with the spell, or Uncle 


German's daughter was immune to magic, because Pipa contin- 
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ued to turn her head as if nothing had happened, looking suspi- 
ciously in the direction of the loggia. 

“Nothing came out again! You’ve gotta be kidding me!” Bab- 
Yagun hissed angrily. “Guess I’m gonna have to seal her now, not 
that that’s what I was planning on!” 

Before Tanya could figure out what Bab-Yagun meant by 
“seal,” he decisively took aim at Pipa with his bent ring finger — 
still bound in the cast — and hoarsely grunted: 

“Pundus hrapundus!” 

A green spark shot out from under the cast and struck Pipa 
smack dab in her left eye. Tanya screamed. Uncle German's 
daughter blinked wildly several times in the dark, then fell back 
on her pillow with a loud thud like a dead mammoth. Deep, muf- 
fled snoring followed. Based off only that snoring, one could eas- 
ily conclude it was not a ten-year-old girl lying in that bed, but 
rather a hefty male gorilla suffering from a chronic head cold. 

“I hate using that spell. It really hurts... ugh... like getting 
your ears boxed. I don’t know why, but it's the only one that 
works for me. The rest keep getting jammed for some reason.” 
Bab-Yagun looked a little embarrassed. 

“Uh-huh,” Tanya muttered. It was the only thing she could 
say. 

Meanwhile, Bab-Yagun's chimepiece, growing more and 
more incensed, continued to produce deafening sounds that 


were becoming more and more nightmarish by the minute. 
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“Just do something!” Tanya shouted. 

“Wait a second! I can’t get this dang loudmouth out! It's 
caught in the bandages! Oh, I know!” Bab-Yagun rashly drew his 
Turkish dagger, and with an energetic swing, ripped the ban- 
dages apart and pulled out what looked like a tin bowl. As soon 
as he swiped his hand across the bottom of it, the incessant 
clamor stopped, though for a long time afterward, Tanya's ears 
continued to ring, and she heard everything as if through a pil- 
low. 

When Bab-Yagun cut through his bandages, something that 
looked like a shiny coin about the size of a five ruble piece rolled 
out at the same time as the chimepiece. Tanya went to pick it up, 
but Bab-Yagun shouted: 

“No, don't touch it! That's a skeleetle! Unless you've got 
some broken bones, don’t go anywhere near it!” 

And, in fact, the coin suddenly let out six long, brittle legs 
and quickly darted into the gap between the wall of the loggia 
and the cabinet. On its back, Tanya noticed a slit that opened for 
a moment which could well have been jaws, and pretty powerful 
ones at that. 

By then, a rosy, mustachioed face had flared up on the dim 
bottom of the chimepiece. The right half of the mustache was 
curling itself into ringlets while the left half persistently tried to 


crawl up a nostril, forcing its irritated master to flick his finger at 
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it. The mustache was apparently amused by this, and waiting for 
the right moment, again began to creep up to the nostril. 

“Bab-Yagun, can you hear me?” the owner of the mustache 
panted loudly. “This is Academician Sardanapal! I wanted to re- 
mind you to be careful how you conduct yourself! Do not under 
any circumstances draw the attention of the lopukhoids! That 
would be absolutely the last thing we need right now. You 
haven't been making a racket over there, have you?” 

“Oh sweet mother, my—! No, no, I haven’t been making a 
racket,” answered Bab-Yagun in a whisper, staring uneasily over 
at the lighted windows. Although the chimepiece had already 
stopped wailing, they were in no hurry to go dark. 

“What? What’s that you’re muttering? Goofing around, no 
doubt. I know you all too well! Remember: be quiet, quiet, then 
quiet some more! You must have learned something from me by 
now? Think back to my secrecy lessons!” said Sardanapal sternly. 

Tanya looked in amazement at Sardanapal, whom she had 
heard about from those talking heads. Judging from the fact even 
those cannibalism-prone hooligan bruisers were afraid of him, 
he must have possessed tremendous magic power. But he was 
apparently short on gravitas. As Sardanapal — himself in a loud 
bass — urged Bab-Yagun to be quiet, the right half of his mus- 
tache was picking a fight with his left. Both halves swayed like 
cobras and struck each other quick blows with their tips. It was 


not the first time they had fought, and before long, having 
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reached a truce, they began teasing the academician's magnifi- 
cent beard, which had been resting quietly on his chest. They 
wound it up like so: the right half flicked it lightly on one side, 
and when the angered beard chased after it, the other half of the 
mustache swooped in from the other side and the game began 
anew. The beard did not care for this one bit. With each passing 
minute, it raged and thrashed ever more violently, trying to get 
at the mustache. 

“Bab-Yagun, there are challenging times ahead,” continued 
Sardanapal. “The unholy spirits are acting most suspiciously. We 
have evidence that they’re gathering in droves again, which 
hasn't happened in these last ten years. Individual troops have 
penetrated the lower levels of Tibidoxs — although, it goes with- 
out saying, they still do not dare to cross paths with the cy- 
clopes... Do you understand what all this means? Especially now 
that the golden sword has been stolen?” 

“Tsk-tsk! How awful,” Bab-Yagun declared, though it didn’t 
seem like he was all that scared to Tanya. 

Then again, why should he be worried? How much worse 
could things get for him, considering he’s already broken every 
bone in his body? thought the girl, preemptively putting up a 
block so that she couldn't be vanitied. But Bab-Yagun seemed to 
be too busy talking to Sardanapal anyway. 

“Exactly: awful indeed!” the academician continued, not 


picking up on the irony. “Hmm... All right, then... This isn’t a con- 
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versation for over the chimepiece... Have you found Tanya? Is 
she alive? Is she all right?” he asked anxiously. 

Bab-Yagun looked back at the girl. 

“Are you alive?” 

Tanya nodded. 

“She says she's alive. If you ask me, we can take her word for 
it,” confirmed Bab-Yagun. 

“That's surprising. No, that’s not right. I meant: that’s a won- 
derful surprise,” corrected Sardanapal. 

“Then again, these living corpses are so cleverly disguised 
sometimes, you’d never even know... Until you drove a stake 
through them, that is...” added Bab-Yagun, after thinking it over 
some more. 

But the academician was no longer listening. He had turned 
his attention to the place where he assumed Tanya must be 
standing. 

“How are you, my girl! How have you been all these years? 
I'm sure it’s been rather hard for you, but it couldn’t be helped 
— we all must make sacrifices. You’re not upset that we bundled 
you off to the lopukhoid realm, are you?” he asked affectionately. 

“T... All this is so... I didn't even know... Sorry, but am I re- 
ally...” Tanya's breath caught in her throat. Who had she been 
only yesterday? A downtrodden, humiliated orphan. And now 
they were telling her she belonged to one of the oldest magical 


families around. 
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“Unfortunately, I can neither see nor hear you; this chime- 
piece is configured exclusively for Bab-Yagun,” continued Sar- 
danapal while the girl was hopelessly entangled in her feelings. 
“Listen to everything he tells you. You must be at Tibidoxs no 
later than one week from now. Over the next seven days, you will 
need to learn the necessary spells for passage into the magical 
world, as well as how to use the double bass and your magic 
ring! Otherwise, you will not be able to get to Tibidoxs; the por- 
tal crossing won't let you through. Do everything Bab-Yagun tells 
you! We’re doing our best to stave off any disasters here. That 
way, perhaps, you won't... what’s supposed to happen won't 
happen.” 

Alarm bells went off in Tanya’s head. She got the distinct 
feeling Sardanapal had almost told her something really impor- 
tant. Perhaps even that his slip had been on purpose. Like he 
wanted to prepare her for something she would have to find out 
for herself when the time came. Supposing it came... 

“Won't what? What’s supposed to happen?” she asked, for- 
getting that the chimepiece wouldn't transmit her voice. 

Just then, Sardanapal’s already rosy face suddenly turned 
brown, flushed with blood. 

“Oh, for crying out loud! Stop bothering me!” he snapped. 

At first, Tanya was afraid she had done something to anger 
the bright mage, but almost immediately realized that she wasn’t 


to blame. The academician wheezed. His beard, finally driven 
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out of its wits by the mustache’s tricks, had chased after one of 
halves and repeatedly wrapped around Sardanapal's neck. Con- 
vinced the beard had rashly wound to its full length, the mus- 
tache had immediately pounced on its end and run it twice 
through the rest of its body, thereby tying the beard in a knot 
and immobilizing it. Satisfied its adversary had been outwitted, 
the mustache, pleased with the success of its ploy, stretched out 
into two exclamation points. 

“That is all! Over and out!” shouted the academician, and 
grabbing hold of his beard, he set about pulling it off his neck. 
The last thing Tanya heard before the chimepiece finally went 
out was his bellowing: 

“That was your last warning! Where are my scissors?” 

“How strange he is!” said Tanya, amazed. 

Bab-Yagun chuckled. 

“What'd you expect? All geniuses are strange. And that was 
the one and only Academician Sardanapal! The head of Tibidoxs! 
Chairman of the Guild of Bright Mages, author of works on 
alchemy, hex removal, unholy spirit containment, and dragon 
husbandry. Laureate of the Magic Suspenders Award, which is 
given out once a century! Sure, he’s gotten pretty scatterbrained 
recently. Forgets all kinds of things. Sometimes, he even gets 
names mixed up. It may be the work of someone’s delayed-ac- 
tion curse, or a chronic hex... Either way, it hasn’t cleared up yet.” 


“Listen... Can I stay at Tibidoxs forever? I mean, I won't just 
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be sent back to Uncle German again after a couple of months, 
will I?” 

“Not a chance.” Bab-Yagun shook his head. “Anyone who gets 
into Tibidoxs never has to go back to the lopukhoid realm. Not 
unless they want to, anyway. And usually they don't.” 

“And Tibidoxs — what kind of a place is it? Like a boarding 
school? Or an institute of sorcery?” 

“Tibidoxs... um... is a school. A totally special school,” ex- 
plained Bab-Yagun. 

For some reason not even she herself could explain, Tanya 
had the feeling he’d evaded the question. Or, at least, he hadn't 
told her everything he could have told her. 

Tanya suddenly heard a distinct noise in the corridor. Gran- 
ite heels were stomping across the linoleum. The steps were so 
resonant, one might have thought the Stone Guest was trudging 
over to them. 

“Aunt Ninel! She’s coming this way — she'll see you!” Tanya 
gasped, realizing at the same time it wasn't all that surprising 
Aunt Ninel had woken up. The chimepiece alone would have 
been enough to do the trick, and then there’d been Pipa's deafen- 
ing snoring and the ear-popping “secrecy” of Academician Sar- 
danapal on top of it. 

“See me? I don’t think so!” said Bab-Yagun. 

“What do you mean you don’t think so? She almost always 


comes over to the loggia. At least so she can check whether I 
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dared open the fortochka into Pipa's room to warm myself up a 
little.” 

“Relax! I said she’s not gonna see me, and she’s not. I won't 
even have to wipe her memory.” Bab-Yagun smiled mysteriously. 

An instant before the door finally opened, he jabbed his 
chest with his finger and swiftly called out: 

“Linuzus ochkustus!” 

Bab-Yagun’s magic ring sparkled with a green flash — and 
he disappeared. Only the bandaging remained floating in the air, 
inside of which (it was especially obvious now) was nothing. Af- 
ter a few more seconds, the bandaging also disappeared; the in- 
visibility spell no doubt worked by degrees. 

Tanya threw herself onto her cot, pressing her cheek against 
the sheet that had been damp during the day, and pretended to 
be asleep. She heard Aunt Ninel come into the room and tiptoe 
toward Pipa. Who knows what she was dreaming about, but Pipa 
loudly and distinctly said in her sleep: 

“Oh, GP! Oh my sweet GP! I want to be like you too!” Aunt 
Ninel shook her head and gently woke up her daughter. 

“Pipochka, my poor darling, you're talking in your sleep. But 
weren't you crying? I thought I heard some other noises...” 

“Huh? What? Leave me alone,” Pipa answered half-asleep, at- 
tempting to kick her beloved mammy without opening her eyes. 

“How strange,” Aunt Ninel said wonderingly. “Well, go back 


to sleep, dear... But that noise; it was like ‘tish-tish-tish’ the 
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whole time... Even Daddy heard it — and he wears earmuffs at 
night. Let me give you a kiss!” 

Pursing her lips, Aunt Ninel leaned over Pipa and gave her a 
loud smooch on the cheek. Immediately, there came a sound like 
someone swinging and planting their fist in a lump of dough. An 
idiot's golden dream come true. Pipa had nailed her mammy’s 
leg. 

“Wow! How does that chick cry if the sound of my chime- 
piece can be mistaken for her wailing?” Bab-Yagun whispered in 
amazement when Aunt Ninel had waddled away. First his ban- 
dages reappeared, then the Turkish dagger, and then gradually 
the rest of him. 

“I hope you never have to find out,” Tanya wished. “Trust 
me; everyone who hears it develops a stutter.” 

“Why don't you have a stutter, then?” 

“It doesn’t work on me anymore. I've been used to it since 
childhood. That’s when she started spitting — now that was re- 
ally the limit. She puts every camel to shame.” 

“Oof, sweet mother, my gram! You really hit the jackpot with 
your relatives. What your aunt alone must be worth,” Bab-Yagun 
sympathized. 

“You haven't even seen Uncle German yet,” Tanya chuckled. 

“Who says I haven't seen him? Before Sardanapal sent me 
here, he told Meduziya to show me you and all your relatives in a 


bright magic mirror... So I wouldn't mess things up, I guess. Your 
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uncle German sure is a colorful little character. He’s so green! 
But hey, blood makes itself known. He'd be pretty surprised to 
hear this, but the famous vampire Count Dracula just so happens 
to be his very own great-great-grandfather.” 

Tanya thought she must have misheard him. 

“Dracula? Uncle German's great-great-grandfather?” 

“That’s right... Or something along those lines anyway. I 
heard it straight from my gram, and she knows all about geneal- 
ogy. She’s practically got an old trunk for a head...!” said Bab-Ya- 
gun. He suddenly took a keen whiff of something and snapped 
his fingers. A second passed — and in his hand appeared a long 
loaf of smoked sausage, clearly borrowed from Aunt Ninel's re- 
frigerator. 

“T call that taking by hap-tsap. That’s what the spell’s called, 
by the way. Of course, some smarty pantses call it teleportation,” 
explained Bab-Yagun, savagely biting some sausage right off the 
loaf. 

“So, does that mean Uncle German is also... well, a warlock? 
Since Dracula’s his grandfather?” Tanya sought clarification. 

Bab-Yagun shook his head, indicating that his mouth was 
full. Only after swallowing was he able to answer: 

“Being related to a vampire and having magical abilities are 
two completely different things. You have to be born a sorcerer, 


but anyone can become a vampire, no sweat. And what good is it 
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being a living corpse? There's nothing good about it — you can 
believe that. I know a whole bunch of them.” 

“Hang on,” Tanya was suddenly confused, “does that mean 
Dracula is my great-great-grandfather, too? After all, Uncle Ger- 
man and [are related.” 

“Far from it!” Bab-Yagun was indignant. “Uncle German de- 
scends from Dracula on a completely different side of the family 
— on his mother's side. But your side — the Grotter side — 
never had anything like that in their family! You’ve got Queen 
Cleopatra, Ali Baba, Pharaoh Tutankhamen, Old Khottabych, and 
Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs in your family. Oh yeah, and 
Count Cagliostro too. All according to my gram the expert!” 

Bab-Yagun remembered something all of a sudden and 
slapped himself mercilessly on the forehead. 

“What a muttonhead I am! I completely forgot about my as- 
signment... Here, take this! Sardanapal ordered me to bring it to 
you so you could prepare for your flight to Tibidoxs. I'll come 
back for you in exactly one week, but you’ve got a lot of studying 
ahead of you first.” 

Bending back the edge of the mattress on the flying bed, he 
pulled out a very thick book. Panting from the exertion, Bab-Ya- 
gun wiped off the dusty cover with his sleeve and handed it to 
Tanya. 

“See that you take care of it! It’s an extremely rare book! 


Getting it from the Tibidoxs library was more difficult than you 
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could imagine. The library jinni even tried to take my soul as col- 
lateral, but I lied and told him my soul howls at night, so he gave 
it to me without a deposit. You should see Abdullah, our jinni! 
Even the Eyeless Horror doesn't dare show his face around him, 
not since he erased the thirteenth letter on the thirteenth page 
of the thirteenth volume of The Secrets of the Fatal Hex. Come to 
think of it, it might have been right after that that he became 
‘Eyeless. But it wouldn't be appropriate for us to ask him about 
that.” 

Listening to Bab-Yagun's brisk chatter, Tanya took the book 
from him with trembling hands, and glancing at the cover, found 
what she held in her hands was nothing more than One Thou- 
sand Tips for Young Housewives. 

Strange, she thought, surprised, and opening the book at 
random, read: 

“Tip 8. Laundry will not become soiled so quickly if you add a 
few drops of lemon juice to your detergent...” 

Could he have grabbed the wrong book? she wondered, read- 
ing Tip 24: 

“To prepare light, fluffy rolls, you will need: 

150 g butter or margarine, 250 g powdered sugar, 6 eggs, 
lemon zest, 70 g raisins, 70 g candied or preserved fruit, 400 g 
flour (preferably premium quality), a pinch of baking soda...” 


But Bab-Yagun beamed so, it was clear: no, this was exactly 
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the book she was supposed to have. Hiding her disappointment, 
Tanya opened it nearer to the middle: 

“Tip 567. If a stranger persistently pesters you in a restaurant 
or café, don't panic. Put a conspicuous stain on his clothes with 
sour cream or ketchup, then immediately call tel. 01, 02, 03, 04.” 

This is just a lot of nonsense. Where’s all the stuff about 
magic? Are they bringing me to Tibidoxs to be a servant? Tanya 
wondered unhappily. Deciding that, rather than read the entire 


thing, it would be better to check out the table of contents, she 


flipped to it and read: 
The Secrets of Cross-Stitching............5 
New Life for Old Teapots............12 
Washing Woolen Articles............75 


“Well, what do you think of the book?” Bab-Yagun asked 
cheerfully, interrupting her familiarization with chapter eigh- 
teen, which was about getting rid of moths. 

“Um... It's very informative. Teaches... uh... a lot of useful 
things,” muttered Tanya, afraid of offending him, but thinking to 
herself that Aunt Ninel bought such books by the dozen every 
week, and without having to deal with any quarrelsome jinn. 

“Hey, what are you reading there?” Catching the note of dis- 
appointment in her voice, Bab-Yagun looked over her shoulder 


and burst out laughing: 
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“So that's what’s wrong! All this drivel’s got you confused! 
It's in disguise — in case the book falls into the hands of a 
lopukhoid or one of the unholy spirits! Now then, watch and 
learn!” Bab-Yagun quickly flicked his index finger on the page 
and whispered: 

“Rasslabonum!” 

The appearance of the book changed instantly. Tanya now 
held in her hands a thick, shabby tome bound in dragon skin, on 


which was imprinted in gold script: 


She Bright Mage s Companion 


The Only Copy in Existence 


“Actually, all magic books have only one copy in existence. 
It’s just the lopukhoid realm that’s full of identical books. 
‘Course, some of our publications have magic duplicates — kinda 
like mirror images — that can also be used,” explained Bab-Ya- 
gun. 

“This isn't a mirror image?” 

“No, it never got one. Look, there must be a seal... Aha, here 
it is!” 

On the title page of the book, Tanya saw a flickering stamp 
that read: “Tibidoxs Library. Return by the second new moon 


to avoid being cursed.” 
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“You mean you'll actually get cursed if you don't return it?” 
Tanya asked doubtfully. 

As soon as she said this, the stamp flickered and took on the 
form of a gallows. The inscription under the noose read: “See 
For Yourself!” 

“I wouldn't recommend doing that. The library’s a place of 
brutal punishments. You can't even begin to imagine what the 
jinni does to those who tear pages out of books. It's better if you 
never find out,” Bab-Yagun snorted. 

Carefully opening the book back to the page where the 
recipe for preparing light, fluffy rolls had been, Tanya read: 

“Tip 24. To fatten up domestic harpies, take twelve rot- 
ten eggs. Beat thoroughly with the tail of a frightened young 
skunk. Add freshly chopped rat meat to the mixture and sea- 
son to taste with dried botflies and bumblebees... Serve 
chilled in bog sauce.” 

Wow! That’s sure not about rolls anymore! thought Tanya. Cu- 
rious about what had happened to Tip 567, Tanya learned the 
following: 

“If in the other world Tug-a-Brew, the Hyacinth Gentle- 
man, or one of the dead should cling to you, heed the follow- 
ing rules: under no circumstances use magic against them; 
do not answer any questions they ask of you; and do not 


take anything from their hands. If they give you advice, 
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avoid following it. Breaking any of these rules may cost you 
your life.” 

“There you go!” said Bab-Yagun. “Go ahead and read the 
book to get up to speed. Otherwise, you won't make it to 
Tibidoxs. Oh sure, we’ve transferred students before who didn’t 
know any spells, but you’re a special case! For some reason, we 
can’t pass you through the same way.” 

“How come?” Tanya was surprised. Bab-Yagun shrugged his 
shoulders: 

“I don't know. They’ve tried everything. Sardanapal and 
Meduziya, even Professor Klopp: something’s not letting you in. 
Either it’s protective magic, or it's on account of your being Grot- 
ter's daughter. You'll have to go through the portal yourself, 
which means you've got a lot of spells to cram. That’s why they 
sent me here with that book.” 

Bab-Yagun patted the cover with his palm. 

“You won't learn all the spells, that’s for sure. There’re a 
heckuva lot of them,” he continued. “So don't try and learn so 
many your head starts to bulge: just bone up on flying, the cross- 
ing spell, and how to use your ring. As for the rest, you won't be 
able to figure them out on your own anyway — you'll need 
teachers for those. And one more thing... Remember this forever 
— it’s like the number one rule of magic: Never ever reveal the 
secrets of magic to a lopukhoid! Don't even tell them a single 


spell.” 
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“So that they won't master magic?” asked Tanya. 

Bab-Yagun tried to shake his bandaged head, but apparently 
he’d forgotten about the cast around his neck. 

“Nah, they can’t master magic anyway. You have to be born a 
mage, remember? After all, the important thing isn’t the magic 
words, but who’s saying them, what they’re thinking about at the 
same time, and, most importantly, whether they believe in what 
they’re saying. So even if you spent the whole day shouting ‘Ho- 
cus pocus!’, nothing’ll appear in your hands if you weren't born 
with magic powers. Lopukhoids’ll only spoil spells, jamming 
them up with mindless repetition; that’s all. More importantly, 
mages who reveal secrets to the uninitiated become outcasts for- 
ever. Their magic rings get taken away, along with their knowl- 
edge of magic, and they immediately become nobodies.” 

Bab-Yagun paused, trying to remember something. 

“I think there was something else I was supposed to give 
you... Oh yeah, your magic ring! Good thing I started talking 
about them!” 

He unraveled his bandages (this time without incident, man- 
aging not to drop a single skeleetle) and pulled out a little 
wooden box marked with the Latin letters “LeoGr.” Inside, 
snugly fit into a small depression, Tanya saw a man's ring set 
with a signet in the shape of a small bird. 

“Don't lose it. You only get one magic ring for life. You can’t 


use someone else’s ring, and you can’t order a new one. It might 
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slip off, but magic signet rings never slip back on. This ring... it, 
um... it used to belong to Leopold, your father.” 

Tanya placed the ring in her palm with the greatest of care, 
not daring to put it on just yet. The ring felt cool and heavy. In 
appearance, it had looked much lighter. 

“And where is my papa? Why didn't he come to pick me up 
himself? Uncle German’s always told me he was in prison. But 
that nasty, slimy little man with the horns said my parents were 
dead. He was lying though, right?” she asked anxiously. This 
question had been on her tongue for a long time. 

Bab-Yagun coughed, and turning away, began checking 
whether or not the amulets on the flying bed were coming un- 
tied. 

“Um... Sweet mother, my gram... You see, your parents... 
They're not... They were killed by The Nothing One. That's how 
you ended up with Uncle German. Otherwise, you know, they 
never would have given you away,” he muttered. 

Tanya felt like she’d been struck on the back of her head 
with a blunt instrument. Had Bab-Yagun not caught her, she 
would have fallen. 

“No. It's not true...” she said quietly. 

“I didn't want to tell you, but you would’ve found out any- 
way... And now I really have to be going. I’ve gotta get back to 
Tibidoxs before dawn. Don't want my bed getting spotted by the 
lopukhoids. They wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep after that, 
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you know... Well, bye for now. I'll be back for you in exactly one 
week!” 

“You're leaving already?” Tanya winced. Now more than any- 
thing, she wanted to grab Bab-Yagun and never let him go. 

“And one more thing: study those spells, but don't you get 
any ideas about flying yourself!” Bab-Yagun continued with con- 
cern. “Hear me? Don't even think about it! Someone would be 
only too happy if you crashed, so let’s not give them that satisfac- 
tion.” 

Obviously in a hurry to say goodbye, Bab-Yagun hastily sat 
down on the bed and called out in a low voice: 

“Pilotus kamikadzis!” 

From where the ring was under the cast, a thin green ray of 
light shot out. 

The bed creaked, clumsily squeezed through the loggia win- 
dow, and began gliding up along the side of the apartment house, 
gradually gaining altitude. Bab-Yagun waved to Tanya. 

“Good luck! I hope it all works out for you with the spells! 
Many have tried and failed, but there’s nothing you can do about 
that. Either you've got it or you don’t!” he shouted. 

When the bed flew past the penultimate floor, Bab-Yagun 
mischievously knocked on the window. A second later, a high- 
pitched female scream could be heard through the glass. It 


seemed the Bolshoi Theater's prima ballerina, Katerina Kolod- 
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kina, had a negative attitude toward flying mummies peeping in 
at her through windows. 

Bab-Yagun was right. You could hardly go back to sleep after 
that. Oh well. It'll be morning soon anyway, thought Tanya, tightly 
squeezing the ring of her father, Leopold Grotter, in her hand. Al- 
though her parents were no longer among the living, she still 


loved them and always would... Papa and Mama. 
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Chapter 6 
THE DEAD EYE 


he week dragged on — happy, full of anticipation, and at 

the same time the longest week of Tanya's life. The only 

thing that bothered her a little was how the Durnevs 
would react to her disappearance. Should she warn them, or 
would it be better not to even say goodbye? 

And so one night, when Aunt Ninel was reading a magazine 
in a good mood, with Pipa next to her writing a letter to her mys- 
terious GP, Tanya could not resist asking: 

“If I suddenly disappeared, how would you react?” 

Aunt Ninel stopped reading and eyed her curiously over the 
top of her magazine. 

“Disappeared to where? Really, who needs you anyway?” she 
snorted contemptuously. 

“She probably means to a labor colony. But then, that would 
hardly be unexpected; it's totally expected,” Pipa added, and, 
judging by the malicious expression on her face, she immediately 


began adding this detail to the letter to her mysterious GP. 
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At the same time, Tanya noticed that Pipa and Aunt Ninel ex- 
changed quick glances, as if they were keeping a secret from her. 
A very nasty secret, judging by the look on their faces. 

This is perfect! If anything, the Durnevs will be just thrilled if 
one day they find me missing! thought Tanya, instantly calming 
down. 

When she returned home from school now, she no longer 
wasted time on homework, but immediately took up the magic 
book instead, tapped her finger on it, and said, “Rasslabonum!” 
Instantly the dreary book One Thousand Tips for Young House- 
wives, full of the secrets of cross-stitching, turned into the invalu- 
able Bright Mage’s Companion. Now there was a book that really 
taught all kinds of things! It was not for nothing that the library 
jinni had been so reluctant to lend out this book, knowing that, 
even for a short time, it would be going to the lopukhoid realm. 

But the mages of Tibidoxs knew perfectly well how to pro- 
tect their secrets, no matter what world — human or magical — 
they were in. And of this Tanya soon became convinced. 

Returning late from school that Wednesday — she had been 
forced to be on duty in the biology lab — Tanya heard two voices 
coming from Pipa's room. The first, petulant and screechy, obvi- 
ously belonged to Pipa herself; the other, unpleasant and shrill, 
was that of her best girlfriend, Lenka Mumrikova. 

“And this is where she lives with you? Ugh, that's so freaky!” 


said Lenka. 
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Tanya quickly pressed her ear to the door gap, so as not to 
miss a word. 

“Uh-huh. On the loggia. I refuse to let her in my room. I don't 
want to sleep with that weirdo,” she heard Pipa grumble. 

“What happens when it’s winter?” 

“Then she sleeps in a dark room in the back. Anyway, I keep 
trying to persuade my parents to dump her off somewhere... like 
at an orphanage or wherever.” 

“And will they?” 

“Mother's for it, but Dad says it’s impossible right now; we 
have to wait until the elections are over — then we can get rid of 
her. He said he knows this wonderful military home for orphans 
with criminal tendencies, where all the beds are lined up in a 
row, they get up at five in the morning, and to toughen them up, 
they get freezing cold water thrown on them before going to 
sleep. The ones who seriously break the rules, like by putting 
their boots crooked in front of their bed, or by not saying, ‘Yes, 
sir!’ when asked to show their journals, are forced to scrub the 
sports hall with a toothbrush.” 

Tanya shuddered. So this was the “surprise” Aunt Ninel and 
Pipa were preparing for her. Well, no matter; in a few more days 
she wouldn't be there anymore anyway. Only it would be be- 
cause of crossing and flight incantations! Tanya had already 
learned that just saying the words wasn’t enough; she still 


needed to attune her thoughts in just the right way to earn the 
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cooperation of her magic ring, which had so far behaved ex- 
tremely waywardly. 

“Serves her right, that Grotter! We'll have to call that or- 
phanage and tell them to be extra strict with her,” said Mum- 
rikova. 

Realizing that if she entered the room now, Pipa and Lenka 
would know she'd been eavesdropping, Tanya remained in the 
corridor. Meanwhile, the voices moved toward the window. The 
door slammed, and Tanya guessed that her classmates were now 
on the loggia. 

“Is that her cot?” Lenka asked with disgust. 

“Uh-huh,” confirmed Pipa. “Want to see the case she’s always 
so worried about losing? I took a peek inside it recently and — 
get this — there was a huge double bass in it! I have no idea 
where she got it from.” 

“She probably found it in the trash,” said Mumrikova, and 
both girls brayed revoltingly. 

“Let's do something to her double bass! I have to pay her 
back for scalding me,” suggested Pipa. 

“Was it that bad?” 

“Actually, I didn't feel a thing. The tea was almost cold, and I 
was wearing pants. But I still have to get even,” said Pipa, and an- 
other idiotic bray was heard. 

The cupboard creaked, and Tanya realized they were trying 


to open the door. But that was simply impossible. After the 
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episode with the disgusting dwarf who chewed up her diary, 
Tanya had cleverly fashioned a nail into a catch, and now, with- 
out knowing this secret, it was impossible to open the cupboard. 

“It won't budge! She locked it! Who does that brat think she 
is, treating the loggia like it's her home! No matter; at that para- 
military orphanage, she'll only have a single nightstand!” Pipa 
huffed with irritation. 

There was a sound, like someone kicking the cot with all 
their might. Something heavy fell to the floor. While Tanya tried 
to figure out what it might be, Mumrikova exclaimed: 

“Look, it's a book! What is she reading, I wonder? Oh, One 
Thousand Tips for Young Housewives! I'll bet it says how to scrub 
floors with a brush, wind spaghetti around a spool, or repair 
broken flip-flops with a hammer and nail.” 

“A book? Where? Aha!” Pipa rejoiced. “Let's ruin it! If some- 
one lent it to her, that'll teach him not to get involved with such a 
slob. What should we do? Just ripping it up would be boring, and 
scribbling all over the pages would take too long. I know! Let’s 
smear them with glue!” 

“Better let me do it,” Mumrikova offered ingratiatingly. 
“Grotter won't know that I was here anyhow, and it’ll be like you 
had nothing to do with it. No need for you to get dirty!” 

“Exactly! Let’s do it!” Pipa agreed. “Get the glue from my 
desk! It's great stuff — “Supercement.” Sticks instantly and for- 


ever... Hurry up! Got it? Okay, pour some here and...” 
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Tanya woke up, suddenly realizing that they’d found her 
Bright Mage’s Companion, which instead of hiding in her cup- 
board, she had left under her pillow. What a dope she’d been! 
Left without the book, she wouldn't be able to prepare for the 
crossing, and then... On top of that, the jinni would be livid; she 
remembered perfectly well what Bab-Yagun had told her about 
damaged pages. 

Fearing she was too late, she rushed into the room, but be- 
fore she’d even reached the doorknob, she heard a wild, almost 
inhuman howl. More precisely, two wild, inhuman howls merged 
into one. 

The tube of “Supercement” glue flew swiftly over Pipa's 
head, spilling its contents generously onto her hair. The book, 
like the jaws of a bulldog, closed on Lenka Mumrikova's hand. 
Mumrikova screamed, waving her hand, but that didn't make the 
Companion loosen its grip. Pipa, onto whose head glue was pour- 
ing, had already gone hoarse and only softly squealed when 
some dripped on her nose. 

Pushing each other, the girlfriends rushed around the room 
and across the loggia: Mumrikova trying to free herself from the 
book, Pipa dodging the tube of glue, which, like a dive bomber, 
was already making its third flyover and clearly not about to stop 
there. 

“Rasslabonum!” Tanya whispered softly. 


Caught up in all the excitement, the book either didn't hear 
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her or pretended not to. Only when Tanya had repeated the spell 
for the third time did the handbook reluctantly let go and jump 
into her hand, prudently remaining Tips for Young Housewives 
for now. At the same time, the tube of glue dripped its last drop 
onto Pipa's head and fell to her desk, innocently returning to its 
original spot beside the glass full of markers. 

Pipa, deep purple with horror, slowly settled down on the 
carpet next to a huge pink dinosaur, a gift from the famous TV 
presenter Prushkin, who had needed something from Uncle Ger- 
man. Staring at Tanya with hatred, she apparently wanted to say 
something, but didn’t dare because she saw that the book was in 
her hands. Finally, remembering that her head was completely 
covered in glue, Pipa quickly crawled on all fours into the corri- 
dor. The bathroom faucet hummed. 

Meanwhile, Mumrikova had decided to look at her liberated 
hand. It would have been better if she hadn't, for immediately a 
new howl, not the least bit quieter, but rather even louder than 
those before, echoed throughout the loggia and the Durnevs’ 
apartment. On Lenka's palm, the back of her hand, everywhere 
with the exception of her nails and the pads of her fingers — was 
thick, curly, auburn fur. 

“Th-this is all your fault! You!” Mumrikova pointed at Tanya 
with an overgrown finger, the fur on which was growing longer 
and longer with every second, and, screeching again, darted into 


the corridor after Pipa. 
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“And now I can get down to work. I don't think they'll be bother- 
ing us again,” said Tanya, referring to the book. It flew eagerly 
over to the windowsill and opened to the chapter “Flight Spells 
and Spells of Crossing.” 

“To fly on auxiliary flying instruments, observe the following 
rules. Sit astride the instrument and firmly grasp it between your 
legs. Take hold of the control item (vacuum cleaner hose, bow, 
etc.). Grip it firm and loose at the same time, and close to the mid- 
dle. Avoid sudden movements, but do not tense up with inhibition, 
either. Remember that the instrument is apt to throw you off if you 
are hesitant or faint of heart. 

Check that the talismans are fastened correctly. Remember 
that a loose talisman can lead to a crash. Carefully calculate your 
spells based on weight and speed. 

The fastest spell, ‘Toropygus ugorelus,’ is suitable for light- 
weight objects and sorcerers traveling long distances at break- 
neck speeds. This super-high-speed incantation demands signifi- 
cant flying object control skills; therefore, novices are prohibited 
from using it so as to avoid their almost certain deaths! 

The spell of average speed and safety, ‘Tikalus pletuts,’ is suit- 
able for adult mages and objects of medium weight. If, for exam- 


ple, you need to move an elephant, you are afraid of heights, or 
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your means of flying is poorly suited for high-speed acceleration, 
you should instead use the incantation, ‘Pilotus kamikadzis: 

To avoid a sudden crash in the event of a rearing instrument 
or a powerful headwind, do not forget to cast the safeguard spell, 
‘Oyoyoys shmyakis bryakis’ The safeguard spell will not prevent a 
crash, but it will mitigate its outcome. All spells should be accom- 
panied by green sparks from the magic ring, one per spell. Avoid 
both excessive green sparks and emitting red sparks. Red sparks 
— the rite of Dark magic — can distort spells and lead to unpre- 
dictable consequences. 

Before moving on to the practice stage, be sure to read the 
chapter ‘Safe Landings, or Braking Spells.” 

“This sucks; there’s so much I have to learn...! All right, I'll 
memorize all this stuff later, but right now, I’m just gonna write 
out some crib notes!” thought Tanya, desperate to start practic- 
ing as soon as possible. 

Grabbing a pen, Tanya started to write the spells down on 
her palm when suddenly she noticed the smell of burning plas- 
tic. A second later, she yelped and dropped the pen. Before it 
even reached the floor, the pen had become a dark, smoking 
hunk of plastic. Rising into the air, the smoke snaked into the 
form of words: 

“This is a magic secret! Copying down spells is strictly 
forbidden!” 


Bending maliciously, the exclamation point swerved to the 
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side and climbed up Tanya's nostrils, forcing her to sneeze. The 
writing melted. 

“Guess that dumb rule applies to me, too... It can’t be helped; 
I'll just have to study,” Tanya muttered, wrinkling her nose at the 
unpleasant smell of burning plastic. 

After cramming the spells, Tanya took the double bass out of 
its case, sat down on it, and took the bow in hand. Moreover, she 
held it, not by the end as she had before, but by the middle. 
Grandpa Grotter's instrument was not the slightest bit im- 
pressed. 

Tanya took a deep breath, and, considering which of the 
three spells would be the most suitable, decided on the average 
one, Tikalus pletuts. She herself, of course, was light, but the in- 
strument was heavy. And then, if the double bass took off too 
abruptly, would she be able to hold on to it? 

Tanya was just about to fire off the spell when she suddenly 
remembered she had forgotten to check whether all the talis- 
mans were in place, and to cast the safeguard spell. 

“Where’s my brain!” she scolded herself as she got off the 
double bass and started examining it closely. No matter how 
much she looked, however, she couldn't find a single talisman 
like the ones that had been on Bab-Yagun's bed. After re-reading 
the chapter in the magic book, Tanya discovered a codicil at the 
very end: “Some of the more perfect models of flying instruments 


may lack talismans. Consult the list on page 1092.” 
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The girl was ready to swear that that codicil had not been 
there before. The book had clearly cheated, being too lazy to 
show the entire text each time. Opening to page 1092, Tanya 
found her instrument — “Double Bass, mast. F Grotter, 1654” — 
in the list of flying instruments without talismans. It was listed 
eighth, after the piloting basin of K. Nine, the dental armchair of 
M. O. Lars, and the Trojan horse of D. Coy. 

Having found she did not need talismans, Tanya once again 
took her place on the double bass and, carefully waving her bow, 
uttered, “Oyoyoys shmyakis bryakis”. She waited a few seconds to 
see if anything would happen to confirm that the safeguard spell 
had taken effect, and when nothing did, she made up her mind 
not to wait any longer and shouted: 

“Tikalus pletuts!” 

Immediately after casting the spell, Tanya closed her eyes, 
but she opened them again just as quickly upon realizing the 
double bass hadn't even flinched, remaining in the same position 
as before. If it had risen even one centimeter, that would have 
been a success. But no — it clearly had no intention of going any- 
where. 

Tanya felt her hands and even her chin were trembling. This 
second failure discouraged her much more than the first. “Many 
have tried and failed, but there’s nothing you can do about that. 


Either you've got it or you don't!” Bab-Yagun’s words flashed 
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through her memory. What if... What if she hadn’t got it? What if 
she hadn't inherited the Grotters' gift for magic? 

Maybe I’m not a mage after all? Maybe I’m just a plain, ordi- 
nary human without any magic powers? Tanya thought with hor- 
ror. For some reason she was now finally convinced that the dou- 
ble bass would not fly anywhere, in which case she would be 
stuck in the human world forever, and would soon be scrubbing 
the sports hall floor with a toothbrush. 

I wonder if they give you the brushes there, or do I need to 
stock up on them while I'm still here? — that panicky thought 
flashed through her head. Feeling that her forehead was wet, 
Tanya raised her hand to wipe it, and — suddenly noticed she 
wasn't wearing the magic ring. So that’s what the problem was! 
How could she fly without a magic green spark? Without the 
ring, of course the spell had absolutely no power. 

Rushing to the cupboard, she pushed aside the secret nail, 
reached into the pocket of her oldest pair of jeans (which even 
Pipa would never deign to touch), and pulled out the wooden 
box with the letters “LeoGr” inscribed on it, which she had hid- 
den there. Putting on the ring, Tanya immediately bent her fin- 
ger, fearing it would come off, and getting ready to call out, 
“Tikalus pletuts,” waved her hand energetically. 

Green sparks flew out of the ring. Not one, as required, but 


at least a hundred. Two or three of them scorched Tanya's nose, 
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several dozen singed the double bass, and the rest scattered 
through the air with a loud crackle. 

“Hey! Have you gone completely daft, shaking me like that? 
What do you take me for, a rattle?” someone's raspy voice sud- 
denly grumbled. A moment later, Tanya realized the voice was 
coming from the ring. 

“Y-you... can sp-speak?” She couldn't believe it. 

“Of course I can. Let it be known to you that I am the ring of 
Feofil Grotter. He gave me his voice, his personality, and the abil- 
ity to speak for five minutes a day. Exactly five minutes and not a 
second more,” replied the ring with the melodiousness of a lock 
that has not been oiled in a long time, and without answering 
any more questions, it started singing in its creaky voice an an- 
cient song in an incomprehensible language. 

“Grandpa Feofil had a voice, all right! And personality, too!” 
Tanya said to herself with relief when the five minutes had fi- 
nally run out and the ring fell silent, muttering one last thing to 
her in Russian: “No more nonsense! Otherwise you will crash, 
and then you will find out how much white slippers are nowa- 
days!” 

“All right! It’s now or never!” Tanya said, feeling annoyed 
with herself. 

Taking a firm hold on the bow, she was about to call out, 


“Tikalus pletuts,” when a strange thing happened. The average 
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speed spell “Tikalus pletuts” suddenly, strangely, slipped from 
her mind. 

Are you going to fly, or crawl? someone seemed to whisper 
mockingly to her. You’d go faster on crutches! If you're going to 
Sly, fly! 

Tanya yielded, and immediately a different, extremely dan- 
gerous and unpredictable spell flew off her tongue — “Toropy- 


gus ugorelus.” 


e 
Almost immediately, the magic signet ring spat out a green 
spark, and a moment later, Tanya felt the double bass tear out of 
the room and through the open window. Straightaway, the wind 
tried to throw her off with short, furious gusts slapping her in 
the face, but she held on tight. 

Branches, windows, roofs, piles of leaves on lawns, wet cars, 
birds, antennas flashed by. Orange and dark blue stripes from 
God knows where whirled round and round. The sky and earth 
suddenly changed places, and where Tanya assumed there 
should have been asphalt, a cloud now floated up instead. Oh, 
she had simply flipped over in the air! 

With great difficulty, Tanya managed to return to her normal 
position again. (Although, could what was happening really be 
considered normal?) She soared over the city with monstrous 


speed, every minute risking crashing into a high-rise building or 
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getting caught on an electric wire. The double bass, as if sensing 
an inexperienced rider on it and wanting to throw her off, fell 
into an air pocket, then rocketed up so abruptly, Tanya's back lit- 
erally hung over the ground, and she again began seeing houses 
upside down. 

Trying to grab the double bass and somehow keep hold of it, 
she nearly dropped the bow when she suddenly remembered 
that would be the wrong thing to do. Without the bow, she would 
immediately lose control over the double bass, and then things 
would get even worse... Although, can we really say she had it 
under control now? Rather, it seemed to be flying itself wherever 
it wanted... 

Feeling like she was riding a rocket projectile — where was 
Baron Miinchhausen and his slow-moving cannonball! — Tanya 
suddenly remembered that she hadn't called out, “Oyoyoys 
shmyakis bryakis,” and now, due to her own stupidity, was left 
without a safeguard. She tried to say “Oyoyoys shmyakis bryakis” 
right then, but the gusts of wind beat down on her face and took 
the words right out of her mouth. Furthermore, she was holding 
onto the double bass with the hand with her magic ring on it, 
holding the bow in the other. If she opened her hand now to fire 
off a green spark, she'd simply be blown away. 

Tanya panicked. She was definitely going to find out just 
how much white slippers were now. The swift-moving, clearly 


out-of-control double bass, while miraculously avoiding colli- 
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sions so far, was bound to crash into something sooner or later. 
Or she herself, exhausted, would let go. 

Perhaps it wouldn't be so bad, being in a home for orphans 
with criminal tendencies! flickered through her thoughts. Yes, but 
it’s not very likely Uncle German will show up on a roof with a net 
to catch me and take me there. 

Without warning, the double bass went into a nosedive, 
then turned sideways just as abruptly. Struggling to stay on 
board, Tanya realized all of a sudden that she had just made the 
same down and to the side motions with the end of the bow. 
Wanting to test her theory, she again carefully motioned her bow 
slightly upward, and... the double bass instantly stopped losing 
altitude, then began to gain it. 

She was right! The double bass obeyed the bow, repeating 
its every movement! Especially if she tilted her entire body in the 
same direction at the same time. So that meant all those absurd 
figures drawn by the double bass in the air, all those “barrel 
rolls” and dives, were explained by the fact she, trying not to fall, 
had stupidly been waving her hand that was holding the bow. 
And she... she had even wanted to drop the bow. At the very 
thought of what would have happened had she done that, Tanya 
shuddered. The out-of-control double bass would have started 
tumbling down exactly like the falling bow, and then... Then it 
would have crashed into the ground in the same way. 


But what did that matter now? All her fears had already van- 
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ished. Looking at the great, sprawling city beneath her, the dif- 
fused white clouds pierced by the long, whimsically bursting 
rays of the sun that had just come into view, Tanya suddenly ex- 
perienced the ecstasy of swift, unbridled flight. It was a new, un- 
familiar feeling — the heady exhilaration of going full throttle, 
becoming one with the clouds, with the sky, with the powerful 
jet streams that rocket up from the earth, or, looking at it an- 
other way, gently, but firmly, press against it. Tanya had the fun- 
niest feeling she had already experienced this sensation once 
upon a time, and only by a strange confluence of circumstances 
had she forgotten it. 

Tanya basked in the air flows, easily and confidently describ- 
ing figures with the bow held edgewise, as if she'd been doing it 
her whole life. The double bass, which had suddenly become 
surprisingly obedient and seemed to have calmed down, gra- 
ciously fulfilled her slightest desire. It described loops in the air, 
then sailed downward with a whistle, then, like a flying carpet, 
gently regained altitude. It seemed to Tanya like she and the dou- 
ble bass were two halves of a whole. It was as if it were a part of 
her, like the body of a stallion to a centaur, or the tail of a fish to a 
rusalka. 

Can anything really compare to the beauty and power of a 
double bass in flight? wondered Tanya. With its shoulders, nar- 
row and slightly curved like the beak of a kite, gradually widen- 


ing toward the back, it literally pierced through the air. Its wide 
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base reliably and securely caught the jet streams and glided 
along them, like a small boat gliding across the waves. The grace- 
ful tapering at the waist seemed tailor-made for straddling. In 
many ways, it was as good as a saddle. Only there were no stir- 
rups; after all, stirrups on a double bass would have looked silly, 
and they would probably clap like thunder at high speeds. 

Tanya thought with sympathy of those old-fashioned sorcer- 
ers who fly around on brooms. When you got right down to it, 
what was a broom after all? Just a stick with a bunch of twigs 
tied to it, which would almost certainly start to shake and fall 
apart the moment it hit an air pocket or met with a lateral gust. 

Even the icy wind, which earlier had blown right through 
her, chilling her so down to the last vein that she thought she 
would suddenly become a block of ice frozen to the double bass, 
now for some reason did not bother her much. 

Daring a risky experiment, she zipped by close to the ground 
at the speed of a rocket — and nearly rammed into Genka Bu- 
lionov as he was coming out of his apartment building. By some 
small miracle, having sharply turned the double bass to the side, 
Tanya managed to avoid a collision. A gust of air knocked Bu- 
lionov off his feet. Opening and closing his mouth like a fish 
thrown onto the sand, he sat on the asphalt and stared in amaze- 
ment at the little dot disappearing into the sky. But what did 
Tanya care about Bulionov! 


She no longer regretted choosing the fastest flight spell. 
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Crawling along with Pilotus kamikadzis...? No way! If Bab-Yagun 
used that spell, it was most likely only because the iron bed 
couldn't achieve a decent speed, and the drakonbol match com- 
mentator himself had not yet fully recovered from his encounter 
with the dissatisfied upirs and angry crones. 

She wasn’t an elephant, nor was she Aunt Ninel flying un- 
wieldily to the supermarket... Imagining Aunt Ninel up in the air, 
her face twisted with horror, squeezing the dachshund to her 
chest with one hand and holding down her skirt with the other, 
Tanya laughed and began describing a beautiful figure eight. She 
could almost picture how to do it: first takeoff, then a short loop 
facing head down, followed by another loop (upside down this 
time), and ending with a return to the starting position. 

Suddenly, while Tanya was bringing the double bass level 
again, a black shadow flashed overhead. The next moment some- 
thing struck her full force on the hand holding the bow, then 
again in the face. Something sharp ripped through her jean 
jacket and glanced off her cheek. Instinctively shrinking back to 
protect her eyes, Tanya caught a brief glimpse of an unblinking, 
yellow, wickedly glaring eyeball. A disgusting, sickening smell hit 
her nostrils. Pain shot through her arm, and she nearly dropped 
the bow. 

Acting as if on instinct, Tanya bent down along the double 


bass and tried to accelerate it so as to break away from the black 
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shadow. But the double bass had not yet come out of the figure 
eight. It clearly hadn't built up enough speed yet. 

The black shadow flashed by again... Though she had no 
clue how, Tanya once more managed to turn around and pick up 
great speed, just as she had earlier. 

This time, the slash came from below, striking a passing 
blow to her leg. The impact was so intense, the strings of the 
double bass began to hum. The instrument lurched, and that yel- 
low, unblinking eye appeared again out of nowhere. Tanya’s bow 
hand suddenly became terribly heavy and somehow disobedi- 
ent. 

Before Tanya had a chance to realize what was happening, 
or even to get scared, the double bass flipped over twice in the 
air and plummeted toward the ground. The yellow eye lit up 
with triumph and disappeared. Screaming at the top of her lungs 
as she fell, Tanya could already see a dark asphalt courtyard be- 
tween two apartment houses rushing toward her at breakneck 
speed. 

But then, when the ground was no more than ten meters 
away, the double bass suddenly slowed down its descent. An- 
other stunning loop, so sharp her brains nearly turned over in 
her head (at least that’s what it felt like), and the magical instru- 
ment of Feofil Grotter stopped losing altitude and rocketed back 
up into the sky. The strings droned harshly, angrily... It seemed 


like they were about to burst with indignation. Apparently the 
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instrument had had to use every ounce of its magic power to 
come out of that tailspin. 

Tanya concluded that by some miracle, perhaps even by ac- 
cident, she had pointed upward with the tip of the bow, and had 
done it smoothly and confidently enough for the double bass to 
obey her. 

“But why did I start falling...? That’s right, the shadow,” mut- 
tered Tanya. 

Only now, when she fully grasped what she had narrowly es- 
caped, did an icy wave of horror sweep over her. Tanya turned 
her head, staring fearfully at the sky. The storm clouds looked 
like tufts of cotton wool fancifully painted with purple, pinkish, 
and deep blue watercolors. Shafts of sunlight broke through hap- 
hazardly. No, the black shadow was nowhere to be found — it 
had appeared from nowhere, and disappeared just as completely 
and mysteriously. 

Her hand grew even more numb. It was so unresponsive, 
one might think it wasn’t there at all, but had been replaced by 
something foreign and burdensome. Tanya lowered her eyes and 
saw blood oozing from three deep cuts on her wrist. Another 
scratch was on her face: a strange coolness, as if strung out on a 
thread, spread down her cheek. Something sticky persistently 
dripped onto her collar. 

Taking a close look at the scratches on her hand, Tanya sud- 


denly realized what they meant. Someone had meant to knock 
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the bow out of her hand, and thereby kill her, efficiently and in 
cold blood. In other words, someone who knew the secrets of 
magical flight had tried to destroy her. Their plan had almost 
succeeded. If Tanya hadn’t swerved sharply and pointed the bow 
up by accident, chances are she would be a stain on the asphalt 
right now. 

Whoever wanted to kill her had planned it all out, down to 
the smallest details. Somehow they had managed, even briefly, to 
penetrate her mind and make her call out “Toropygus ugorelus” 
right when she was about to cast the safer “Tikalus pletuts.” 

“You study those spells, but don't get any ideas about flying 
yourself! Hear me? Don't even think about it! Someone would be 
very happy if you crashed,” she distinctly recalled Bab-Yagun’s 
words. He had warned her, so why hadn't she obeyed! 

After what had happened, Tanya had no desire to continue 
flying. Any minute now, the black shadow could return to finish 
what it had started. Guessing in what direction Uncle German 
and Aunt Ninel's apartment house was, she turned the double 
bass around and took off, carefully searching the clouds for any 
sign of a formidable dark spot. Her hand throbbed with constant 
pain, alternating at times with complete numbness. 

Just before landing, Tanya was in for another surprise. She 
suddenly realized she had never learned the braking spells. In 
other words, she had flown off without knowing how to land. It 


seemed that the “Toropygus ugorelus” spell was too fast for the 
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double bass to just stop by itself. It was more likely she would 
simply be flattened against the asphalt, or hit the wall of her 
house at an insane speed. 

Trying to figure out how she could manage a more success- 
ful landing, she flew around the block twice. The paved court- 
yards were poorly suited for landing, as was the little park en- 
tangled with electric wires. The prospect of getting caught on a 
high-voltage line was even less appealing to her than the possi- 
bility of being smashed to pieces. 

Seems like no matter what, I’m destined to become a pancake 
today, or at least end up fried! And Pipa will have a great excuse 
to skip school by going to my funeral. She'll take Lenka Mumrikova 
along with her. They'll wolf down potato chips and throw candy 
wrappers into my grave, Tanya thought gloomily. 

Not wanting to give Pipa the satisfaction, she decided to 
fight for her life with all she had and suddenly remembered 
about the safeguard spell, which she had not cast yet. 

Seizing a moment when it was safe to unclench her ring 
hand, Tanya released a green spark and exclaimed: 

“Oyoyoys shmyakis bryakis!” 

The double bass roamed aimlessly through the air. A second 
later, some powerful unseen force dragged her right off it. The 
wind whistled. The windows of a highrise flashed by, shining 
with the fragmented setting sun. The asphalt of Rublevskoye 


Shosse inexorably raced toward the little girl. 
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“A-a-ah!” Tanya screamed, dropping the already useless bow 
and covering her face with her hands. Pipa's venemous face was 
already looming before her mind’s eye, her liverwurst-colored 
tongue sneakily sticking out as she placed two carnations on 
Tanya’s coffin. 

But suddenly, just as she was about to hit the ground, 
Tanya's fall slowed down, and, without feeling almost any pain, 
she tumbled over onto something soft, sinking deeply into it. 
With a displeased hum of its strings, the double bass landed be- 
side her, followed by the glistening bow, which floated down ina 
fine stroke. Looking around hesitantly, Tanya saw that she was 
sitting in the bed of a truck idling at a traffic light. The bed was 
full to the brim with black bags stuffed with autumn leaves, 
which were being carried out of the city... 

She had been lucky. Although, could this really be called 
luck? 

“The safeguard spell will not prevent a crash, but it will miti- 


gate its outcome,” she recalled the line from the magic book. 


oe 

e 
The misadventure of the black shadow trying to kill her spoiled 
Tanya's mood for a long time. There was no doubt about it — in 
the magical world she had an enemy, and a powerful enemy at 
that. She immediately recalled Uncle German's dream, the theft 


of the golden sword, and the evasive words of the academician 
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warning her of danger. In the air, everything had happened so 
fast, Tanya hadn't been able to tell whom that furious yellow eye 
belonged to. A bird? It must have been a bird, right? 

Tanya no longer dared to fly, although the air beckoned her. 
Now and then she wanted desperately to climb aboard the dou- 
ble bass again and exclaim: “Toropygus ugorelus!” — but the 
memory was still too fresh. She didn't want to tempt fate a sec- 
ond time. At the very most, Tanya allowed herself this: taking off 
above the loggia in the middle of the night and flying around her 
home several times at a low altitude, using the slowest and 
safest spell, “Pilotus kamikadzis.” With this spell, the magical 
double bass could barely crawl. Aerobatics were obviously out of 
the question: the strings of the double bass immediately began 
to hum indignantly. Tanya was dying to go faster, but... she 
couldn't bring herself to. Instead, she practiced the braking spell 
“Cheburykhnus parashyutis” over and over again. Immediately af- 
ter pronouncing it, she had to point the bow where she wanted 
to land. At first, the instrument would hover motionlessly above 
the spot indicated; then it would slowly and steadily begin to de- 
scend until her feet touched the ground. True, there was also the 
accelerated braking spell “Cheburykhnus parashyutis forte,” but it 
was extremely inconvenient since right away the double bass 
would hit an air pocket, plummet like a stone, and then just as 
abruptly freeze a few centimeters from the ground. At the same 


time, Tanya always had the feeling her insides had stayed up in 
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the air somewhere, and at any minute they'd come flopping 
down right on her head. 

The Durnevs no longer gave Tanya any trouble — they now 
had a mountain of their own problems. After the incident with 
The Bright Mage’s Companion, Pipa's hair was glued together so 
definitely, it was impossible to comb. It was as if her head were 
trapped in a glass helmet, which, when tapped on with a pencil, 
made a “tunk-tunk” sound. There was nothing else to do but take 
Pipa to the hairdresser’s and, despite all her protests, shave her 
head bald. With a clean-shaven head with multi-colored pimples 
of all shapes and sizes shining like light bulbs on a New Year 
tree, Uncle German's daughter looked so horrible, even Tanya 
sometimes felt sorry for her. 

Lenka Mumrikova, however, had fared far worse. For two 
days she did not go to school at all, and when she finally showed 
up again, she wore gloves she refused to take off in any of her 
classes. Tanya concluded from this that Mumrikova hadn’t been 
able to do anything about the fur on her hands. 

For some reason not quite clear to Tanya, neither Pipa nor 
Lenka had told anyone about the mysterious handbook. Both 
looked at Tanya from a distance with hatred, but they were 
afraid to go near her. At night, trembling with fear, Pipa stole up 
to the loggia and threw all the bolts, and slept with a hammer 
near her bed. 


As for Genka Bulionov, now all he did was hang around 
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Tanya. Fortunately, he kept silent as he did so, only winking mys- 
teriously at her, as if hinting at a common secret. Sometimes, for 
even greater mysteriousness, he winked with both eyes at once. 
But really, what did Tanya care about Bulionov now? 

And then at last came the morning of that very day, when 
Bab-Yagun was supposed to fly off with her. The long-awaited 
morning of the long-awaited day. 

Aunt Ninel was so not her usual self at breakfast that she 
didn't even feed Tanya the semolina pudding from the day before 
yesterday, which the dachshund had refused, but instead made 
her the same omelet as Pipa. At the end of breakfast, a greenish- 
yellow Uncle German entered the kitchen, drank his tea in si- 
lence, and left without looking at anyone. As he was leaving, 
Tanya happened to notice that his right pocket was bulging 
slightly, and that there were carrot tops sticking out of it, which 
Uncle German, embarrassed, tried to conceal with his palm. 

“Why’s Uncle German not in the Duma today? He’s got elec- 
tions coming up!” Tanya wondered aloud. 

Aunt Ninel went purple in the face and stared furiously at 
her. 

“WHAT? What did you say?” she snarled. 

“I just asked why he wasn’t at work. But you don't have to 
tell me if you don’t want to,” Tanya said, confused. 

But Aunt Ninel had evidently realized there was no use hid- 


ing the truth. She pulled herself together and even managed the 
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timid, apologetic smile of a lion who has just biten off the head of 
his trainer. 

“Eh-heh... Why shouldn't I...? At the council meeting yester- 
day, Uncle German... uh... accidentally broke a microphone. He 
was... uh... given sick leave.” 

“He got sick leave because he broke a microphone?” Tanya 
was still confused. Aunt Ninel was clearly holding something 
back. 

“What, don't you understand Russian? Now run along, get to 
class! And just try to talk about this at school!” Aunt Ninel bel- 
lowed, finally losing her patience. 

“Talk about what? Him getting sick leave? Or about him 
breaking a microphone?” Tanya didn't understand. 

“OU-U-T!” roared Aunt Ninel. 

Tanya sailed out of the room like a popped cork and bumped 
into Pipa, who immediately ducked behind a chair in horror. 

“What's with Uncle German? Spill, or I'll put a curse on you!” 
Tanya said sternly, and, playing into Pipa's fear, pointed her fin- 
ger at her. Pipa yelped, never taking her eyes off the finger. Any 
little thing could frighten her now. And all despite the fact that 
Tanya did not yet know a single spell, except those related to fly- 
ing. 

“Aah! Don't, I'll spill...” squeaked Uncle German's daughter. “I 
guess you didn’t hear, but during his pre-election speech, Daddy 


gnawed through the microphone cord, then took a bite out of 
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some files. And all right in front of hundreds of people... And 
then... he took a running leap and hopped over the old geezer he 
was going to give an almost new sweater to. And all because 
some idiot in the hall happened to take a carrot out of his 
pocket... Such people should be shot. And now Mama’s afraid 
he’s going to lose the election.” 

That’s Widdle Whistles the rabbit for you! Tanya thought with 
admiration. 

No, she was definitely starting to like Uncle German. It 
seemed almost a shame to fly away from this version of him. 
Now Tanya knew the perfect way to wrap him around her finger. 


All she had to do was treat him to some carrots. 
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Chapter 7 
TIBIDOXS 


anya thought Pipa would never lie down that evening. 

She walked around her room and pensively kicked her 

toys, occasionally casting surly glances at the loggia. Pipa 
had on her head the stupid pink hat with polyethylene flowers 
she had been wearing nonstop for a long time now. When Tanya 
finally lost her patience and began debating whether to hurl a 
sleeping spell at her or just something heavy, Pipa lay down on 
her own and, turning to the wall, was soon snoring through both 
of her uneven little nostrils. 

Night crept slowly over the city. Windows went out like can- 
dles fired at by a dead shot in a shooting gallery, and dog lovers 
out late disappeared through their front doors. And so, when ev- 
erything had already calmed down and the city was under the 
black veil of darkness, Tanya heard a rustle outside. Throwing 
the window open, she spotted two red coals on the lawn under 
the loggia suddenly catching fire, and a few seconds later, an- 


other six at once. One by one, more embers flared up. She heard 
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indistinct murmuring, puffing, wheezing. Something rustled, 
something barely perceptible moved rapidly across the flower 
bed. When Tanya's eyes got used to the darkness, she realized 
that many creatures of all sizes were crowded below. Some were 
very small, others large, reaching the size of a dog. Dark spots 
appeared from everywhere, crawling out from every crack, from 
every manhole. Vile red embers lit up in the most unpredictable 
of places. Their movements were still chaotic, but every minute 
they became more and more meaningful. They were definitely 
coming toward the loggia. Soon the whole lawn had turned into 
a dark, swarming carpet. 

Tanya felt uneasy. She was almost certain these mysterious 
creatures had come there with a very definite purpose, some- 
how connected to herself. And, judging by their appearance, she 
clearly needn't expect anything good to come from them. 

If they start climbing up, I'll still have time to jump on the 
double bass, she reassured herself. 

Suddenly, a door creaked. Aunt Ninel entered the room, ad- 
justed Pipa’s blanket, and then, looking at the loggia, asked sus- 
piciously: 

“Who are you spying on out there?” 

Flustered, Tanya muttered something. But apparently Aunt 
Ninel had asked the question without any interest in receiving 


an answer. She clearly had no intention of looking out the win- 
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dow. Instead, she stared intently at the sweaters Tanya had al- 
ready put on in preparation for that night's flight. 

“Cold for you, is it?” she asked as if deciding on something. 
“All right, get your blanket and march into the living room!” 

Tanya felt like she’d been struck on the back of the head 
with a blunt instrument. Leave it to Aunt Ninel to show compas- 
sion just now when Tanya was about to fly away to Tibidoxs! Just 
one more night on the loggia! But there was no getting Aunt 
Ninel to change her mind — she pushed on like a bulldozer. 
Grabbing Tanya by the hand, Aunt Ninel dragged her into the liv- 
ing room, where by the enormous television set that took up a 
third of the wall stood a tiny little sofa, under which the dachs- 
hund usually slept. 

“And don't think about going back to the loggia! You'll sleep 
here now until we send... until Uncle German and I decide where 
to put you next,” Aunt Ninel corrected herself, remembering, 
probably, the home for orphans with criminal tendencies. 

Aunt Ninel left. A key clicked in the door to Pipa's room. Ap- 
parently Pipa, awakened by her mammy’s bass voice, had de- 
cided to play it safe, and now would never unlock her door. 
Tanya realized she was destined to spend the night in the living 
room. The flying double bass and the book of spells were still on 
the loggia. That was also where Bab-Yagun would be flying to 


soon. Tanya jumped up from the sofa to run to the window and 
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attract his attention when he showed up, but Mile Long Stretch 
the dachshund began growling from under the sofa. 

“What are you doing in there? Lie down and be quick about 
it! Mind you, I won't sleep a wink tonight! I'll be up putting com- 
presses on Uncle German's forehead! He has an important TV in- 
terview tomorrow, and he needs to get all the nonsense out of 
his head!” Aunt Ninel shouted sternly through the door. Her bed- 
room was very Close, and she could hear every little rustle. 

Tanya sat down on the sofa. Her heart was pounding. How 
could she get up when she had a sensitive dachshund under the 
couch and a wicked aunt on the other side of the wall? What 
could be worse than her present situation, when freedom was 
just within reach, but utterly unattainable? 

Twice more Tanya tried to sneak over to the window, but 
each time the dachshund began to growl angrily and Aunt Ninel 
yelled at her sternly from behind the wall. It looked like she re- 
ally wasn’t sleeping a wink; from time to time there came the 
sound of gauze compresses being wrung out. 

The rustling became more and more distinct. Now the 
source of the noise was not only outside the window, but all 
around. Something was scraping behind the wall, scratching be- 
hind the cupboard. Even the pipes in the bathroom hummed un- 
usually, as if someone were making their way upstairs by climb- 


ing along them. Tanya had the feeling thousands of barely audi- 
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ble voices in all manner of harmonies were repeating the same 
phrase: “Grotter's daughter! Grotter's daughter! Death to her!” 

It was strange that Aunt Ninel, with her keen ears, did not 
hear anything. 

“What are you doing in there? Lie still! Uncle German can’t 
sleep!” she snapped through the wall. There was a certain malev- 
olence in her voice. Did she know? No, she couldn't know. Tanya 
was trapped. Everyone was ganging up on her. 

Suddenly, somewhere outside the window, from the direc- 
tion of the loggia, a familiar cough was heard. Tanya winced. 
Someone knocked on the window frame, gently but audibly. Was 
it Bab-Yagun? And what if, not finding her on the loggia, he de- 
cided that Tanya had changed her mind, or, on the contrary, had 
already flown away? The girl wanted to rush to the window, but 
realized the dachshund would give her away before she could 
even jump, and Aunt Ninel would immediately storm in from the 
next room. 

The pipes droned and then suddenly stopped. Almost imme- 
diately, out in the hallway, the bathroom door started to shake 
slightly, as if someone were pushing and scratching at it from be- 
low. The dachshund growled. She heard it, too. That meant Tanya 
wasn't just imagining it; it was all really happening. 

“Are you tossing and turning again? What’s the matter? Un- 
grateful trash... What, you want to sleep on the staircase?” Aunt 


Ninel snarled from the bedroom. 
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Tanya felt it — another second and she'd cover her ears with 
her hands and scream: “A-aa-aah!” Her nerves were already at 
their limit. Suddenly, something cool slipped off her finger. The 
signet ring! She’d had the magic ring all this time! Tanya began 
hastily feeling through the folds of the blanket looking for it. The 
door shook slightly, someone wheezing behind it. The dachs- 
hund gurgled angrily from under the sofa. But then her fingers 
found something... The ring... Tanya hurriedly put it on and tried 
to recall the sleeping spell Bab-Yagun had used. Why hadn't she 
studied it? Hrapus? Sopelus? Trundus hrapelus? Podushkis 
drykhus? Not that! Not that, either! 

“It's a shame! I'm literally blushing! Never before have I been 
possessed by such a fool!” the ring said loudly. “Is it really so im- 
possible to remember two simple words? ‘Pundus hrapundus’!” 

“Hey! I’m coming in there! Do you hear? Who gave you per- 
mission to turn on the TV?” Aunt Ninel yelled from the bedroom. 
Her stone heels pounded violently against the carpet, heading 
for the door. 

Without a moment's hesitation, Tanya quickly waved her 
hand and, pointing her ring finger in the direction of the ap- 
proaching steps, whispered: “Pundus hrapundus!” A green spark 
slid through the keyhole. The dull thud of a falling body was 
heard outside the door. 

At the same time, the rustling in the hallway seemed to sub- 


side. The sound of many fleeing little feet was heard. They seem 
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to be afraid of magic. They must have realized I have a ring, 
thought Tanya. 

Boldly opening the door to the bedroom, she saw that Aunt 
Ninel, childishly smacking her lips as if in search of a pacifier, 
was snoring deafeningly right on the floor, and in the bed with a 
compress on his forehead, Uncle German was belting out high- 
pitched roulades. The loud barking of the dachshund could no 
longer wake them up. Catching her, Tanya decisively stuck the 
completely distraught dog into Aunt Ninel's wardrobe, and, tak- 
ing some lipstick from the dressing table, wrote in large letters 
on the mirror: 

“Take care of yourselves! Give my old tights and jeans to 
anyone you want! Say hi to Widdle Whistles for me! P.S. Dog 
in wardrobe.” 

Tossing the lipstick, Tanya ran to the window and threw it 
open. Just as she thought, someone was in the air by the loggia 
waiting for her, but was it Bab-Yagun? The cast was gone, the 
bandages had disappeared, and the clumsy bed was nowhere to 
be seen. On a cheerfully sputtering orange vacuum cleaner, 
clutching a shiny pipe with a wide brush attachment of the kind 
usually used for cleaning carpets, sat a fat young boy of about 
twelve dressed in leather coveralls. His short blond hair stuck 
out like an unruly hedgehog, his cheeks had a rosy bloom, and 
his very potato-shaped nose was so upturned, his nostrils 


seemed to be facing out in the same direction as his eyes. The 
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moon floating out from behind the neighboring roof shone 
through his protruding ears, like pieces of glass in a stained glass 
window. 

Where did this boy come from and why had he flown there 
instead of Bab-Yagun? Or... or was that he? Tanya suddenly real- 
ized that since his face had been hidden under the bandages, she 
hadn't the slightest idea how old Bab-Yagun actually was. But 
why would Sardanapal send a boy, who was almost the same age 
as she, to get her? 

Noticing Tanya, the boy, clearly showing off, deftly tossed the 
pipe from one hand to the other and pointed it down. The vac- 
uum cleaner immediately shot forth at such a breakneck speed, 
she could hardly keep sight of it. A moment — and there he was, 
hovering in the air right in front of the window. In that same mo- 
ment, something small and malicious flew over the windowsill 
with a piercing squeal. A leathery wing flashed. Something told 
Tanya it wasn’t a bat. Bab-Yagun shot lightning at it from his 
ring, but the creature deftly dodged and responded with a short 
stream of luminous lilac liquid. A few drops fell on the win- 
dowsill and it began to smoke. 

“Oy, sweet mother, my gram! I thought they’d already eaten 
you!” Bab-Yagun exclaimed with relief, nodding at the lawn, 
where dark shadows and silhouettes were still swarming. Now 
there were so many of them, it seemed as if an enormous anthill 


was piling up under the loggia. The figures crawled, wheezed, 
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pushed, stepped on each other's heads. The pupils of the red 
coals blazed. 

“Who are they?” Tanya asked with horror. 

“Oh, unholy spirits,” Bab-Yagun said casually. “Someone’s 
cast a summoning spell on the manholes around here. I realized 
it the moment I saw how many of them were flocking here. And 
now unholy spirits are coming here from all over the city! Now 
they're just crowding together, but once the crowd gets bigger, 
anything could happen... I already called Vitup Vituperych and 
his guys. They'll clear them all out of here in no time.” 

“How?” 

“Oh, it’s a cinch. They'll remove the spells and bring along 
the Gobbler or the Hyacinth Gentleman with them. For support. 
Soon as unholy spirits lay eyes on them, they scatter like that. By 
the way, we’d better fly outta here, too. ’m not sure you'd like it 
if the Gobbler or the Hyacinth Gentleman caught your eye. Took 
me three months to get used to them myself. And even then, 
sometimes you might run into them somewhere, especially at 
night... Brr!” 

“They’re really that awful...?” Tanya started to ask. 

“Right. They are. Only my gram says that actually the Gob- 
bler and the Hyacinth Gentleman are no big deal, and it's really 
the Eyeless Horror you'd better not mess with. Yeah, only Hor- 
ror's on the “dark” mages' side, so they usually don't take him 


along with them,” Bab-Yagun cut her off resolutely, and, picking 
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Tanya up, he carried her over to the loggia. “Well, how’s it going? 
Learn the spells?” he asked condescendingly, watching as Tanya 
took out the double bass and piled the case on top of it. “That 
what you fly on? With Pilotus kamikadzis, no doubt! Well, that's 
only normal. Girls rarely dare use something faster, especially 
beginners. A woman in the air is like a cow on ice. Keep behind 
me and, most importantly, don't look down. If it gets too scary 
for you, I can tow you along. My vacuum cleaner’s amazingly 
strong! A total beast!” 

Bab-Yagun lovingly patted the pipe. He seemed to be nuts 
about his new flying mechanism. 

Tanya narrowed her eyes slightly. Keep behind him, and 
with Pilotus kamikadzis no less, huh? Was she a cow on ice? 
Without saying a word, she checked whether the case, in which 
she had earlier put The Bright Mage's Companion, was well-se- 
cured. 

“And don't forget to safeguard yourself...” Bab-Yagun lec- 
tured her, swelling with responsibility. 

“Toropygus ugorelus,” Tanya whispered, quickly grabbing her 
bow and twirling it effortlessly between her fingers. 

The ring fired a green spark. The double bass, like a speed- 
ing comet, took off. The wind howled, whistled in her ears. In the 
blink of an eye, the dormant instrument gained altitude. The out- 
lines of the houses became a blur; only the illuminated highway 


looped below like a golden snake. 
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When Tanya finally looked around, Uncle German and Aunt 
Ninel's house was already barely visible. From that vantage 
point, it looked a little like a low bedside table pressed into the 
earth. That was how she forever remembered it. 

On a madly roaring vacuum cleaner, the flushed Bab-Yagun 
caught up to Tanya. 

“Are... are you out of your mind?” he shouted, watching as 
Tanya made a sharp turn with a twist. “You're... you’re either 
crazy, or... What spell did you cast? You were told in plain Rus- 
sian: keep behind me. Or do I need to knock some sense into 
you?” 

“You? Knock sense into me? You'll have to catch me first!” 
suggested Tanya. 

Bab-Yagun stared at her with the look of a boxer to whom a 
three-year-old girl has posed the question, “Mister, do you want 
it in the nose?” 

“You don't know who you're dealing with,” he retorted arro- 
gantly through gritted teeth. “Do you really think you can out- 
race me on that ancient block of wood? On that bloated, over- 
grown violin?” 

“If you ask me, an overgrown violin is better than a flying 
broom,” Tanya tossed back. 

Turning purple with indignation on behalf of his vacuum 
cleaner, Bab-Yagun hissed: “A flying broom? How dare you!” and, 


firmly gripping the hose with his feet, released a green spark 
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from his ring. The blizzard that shot out of the hose threw the 
double bass, along with Tanya, far to the side, while Bab-Yagun 
himself almost immediately became a tiny, almost indistinguish- 
able speck. 

“Come on! Prove that you're not an overgrown violin!” Tanya 
said to the double bass, and aiming the bow after Bab-Yagun, 
rushed to catch up. The headwind strove to throw her off the in- 
strument. The strings hummed low, but she, bending close to the 
double bass, stubbornly pressed on. For a while she felt like 
she’d lost Bab-Yagun, but then the distance between them gradu- 
ally began to decrease. In less than five minutes of that crazy 
race, she’d already caught up with him. 

Turning his head and seeing Tanya next to him, Bab-Yagun 
was so astonished, he ran into a sharp lateral gust of wind. The 
double bass, which also got hit, skidded and spun twice in place, 
but Tanya managed to keep it under control with the bow. Bab- 
Yagun, on the other hand, unprepared for this, lost the brush at- 
tachment, which, apparently, was where the magic power supply 
was concentrated. The vacuum cleaner, having lost control, went 
plummeting with the roar of a downed bomber. 

Bab-Yagun fell tumbling right along with it, trying on the fly 
to mutter the safeguard spell, which he had been too lazy or sim- 
ply found unnecessary to utter before. Yes, only in the fall, the 
ring for some reason didn’t work as it should, and red sparks 


rained from it instead of green. These red “dark magic” sparks 
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distorted the spell and led to the most unpredictable results. The 
light bulbs on the vacuum cleaner exploded, Bab-Yagun’s own 
ears began to flicker in the dark in their place, and then false 
teeth and frog legs clutching cigars came hailing down from 
somewhere. 

Tanya, bolting over to Bab-Yagun, wanted him to grab onto 
her double bass, but the fat boy, kicking back, started shouting 
something. 

“My SERIES 700 vacuum cleaner.! I saved up three years to 
get it! Catch the brush!” Tanya managed to make out, and, point- 
ing the bow down, chased after the falling attachment. The wind 
beat against her face, blinding her. Her eyes watering, the dark- 
ness prevented her from correctly assessing the distance to the 
ground, and the double bass accelerated so, there was no way it 
could get out of the dive. 

Having caught up with the attachment, Tanya grabbed it on 
the second try — more precisely, the attachment, spinning 
around, first hit her on the forehead, then bounced off and into 
her hand — and, bringing her instrument level with some effort, 
sent it up like a rocket. Grabbing Bab-Yagun by the collar, Tanya 
slowed his fall until finally, some dozen meters from the ground, 
he managed to fix the hose. Buzzing, the vacuum cleaner soared 
into the sky. 


For a long time, both of them couldn't catch their breath. Fi- 
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nally, Bab-Yagun looked at her without any disdain, and shouted 
with admiration: 

“I was sure no girl could do anything like that! Hey, be hon- 
est: have you done this before?” 

Tanya shrugged, feeling a bit embarrassed. She herself didn’t 
really know the answer. Although she’d first ridden the double 
bass only five days ago, at times she felt like she’d been flying for 
a long, long time. From somewhere inside, she knew exactly 
what to do. 

“If Solovey doesn’t put you on the team, it’s ‘cause he really 
does favor dark siders like he’s been accused of by some people. 
You were just born to play drakonbol... Unless, of course, the 
sight of a dragon makes you start shaking in your boots. That 
happens with some people, especially if they’ve been swallowed 
a couple times,” Bab-Yagun reasoned. Then he once more cast a 
thoughtful sideways glance at Tanya and, fighting with the wind, 
shouted: 

“And one more thing... From now on, I’m your friend forever 
— if you want me to be, that is. If anyone down there in Tibidoxs 
dares call your double bass an ‘overgrown violin’ or does any- 
thing else to bother you, I'll make them eat all the refueling de- 
bris from their vacuum cleaner!” 

And Bab-Yagun held out his hand to her. 

He’s not Genka Bulionov! And he’s certainly not Pipa’s myste- 


rious GP! Tanya thought as she gave him her hand — the one that 
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was holding onto the fingerboard. Just then, a gust of wind 
nearly knocked her off the double bass, but Tanya barely even 
noticed. True friendship, like true love, always requires sacrifice. 

The double bass and the jet vacuum cleaner soon rose high 
into the sky and, embedded in the dense high-speed air currents, 
rushed to the southwest. Here all conversation halted — a rhyth- 
mic, incessant rumbling plugged their ears up tight. Tanya had to 
fly almost on her stomach, wrapping her arms around the dou- 
ble bass, because the wind was so strong, it seemed like a care- 
less raise of the head would be enough to get it torn off and sent 
flying, sadly flapping its ears. 

Tanya did not know when exactly the ocean appeared below. 
Its leaden surface, flashing through the breaks between the 
bluish-violet clouds, resembled fragments of a geographical map 
cut up with scissors. And still they flew and flew, and it seemed 
there would be no end to it. It was already dawn when Bab-Ya- 
gun suddenly fired a green spark from his ring and directed the 
vacuum cleaner downward, out of the air stream. 

“Tibidoxs is down there, but you can’t get to it without the 
crossing spell. You didn’t forget it, did you?” Bab-Yagun shouted 
when they had come far enough down, they could easily make 
out the individual waves churning across the restless body of the 
ocean. 

Tanya remembered the lines in the Companion: “The spell of 


crossing, for all its simplicity, is a spell of the Highest Magic. When 
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casting this spell, you must make absolutely certain the crossing is 
undertaken with total conviction. Otherwise, body and conscious- 
ness may separate: the body will cross through while the con- 
sciousness remains in the old world. In the language of the 
lopukhoids, this condition is usually called death.” 

Well, it’s definitely the end for me! thought Tanya. Her skin 
was covered with goosebumps from fear. If she continued to de- 
scend, it was only because there was no way she wanted to go 
back to Uncle German. 

“You ready? It’s time!” Bab-Yagun suddenly shouted, and, not 
letting herself get any more scared, Tanya quickly raised her ring 
hand and exclaimed: “Graal gardarika!” 

She shook, began to twirl, felt herself pricked by a million lit- 
tle sparks. She was crushed and put back together. For a mo- 
ment, Tanya felt like she was squeezing through the infinitesi- 
mally narrow middle of an hourglass. 

And then below, in the rays of the rising sun, from the ocean 
foam painted with pink arrows, a large island emerged. A quar- 
ter of the island was covered by marsh, another third by forest. 
Along the narrow sandy promontory towered cracked brown 
cliffs, against which more than a thousand stormy waves seemed 
to have crashed. 

Could it really be... I’m still alive! This has got to be a mistake. 
But Uncle German’s not here, that’s for sure... Tanya decided. 


In the middle of the island, surprisingly squat and flat, look- 


«K 198 «K 


ing something like an upended grayish bowl with towers, gal- 
leries, and passageways stuck to it in the most unexpected 
places, surrounded by a moat of boiling lava, was the largest 
fortress Tanya had ever seen, even in the movies. The Moscow 
Kremlin was obviously smaller. Here, a whole city stretched out 
in front of them under one roof. 

Along the wall strolled a ten-foot tall cyclops with a long 
face, his chest and even his back overgrown with red hair. In the 
middle of his forehead, the cyclops had a huge golden eye that 
turned round and round in its socket, and a wart the size of a 
soup dish decorated his nose. He yawned gloomily, and from 
time to time, so as not to fall asleep, he tapped on the ground 
with the shaft of a serrated battle axe. 

A fiery inscription burned brightly over the main gate of the 


fortress: 


TIBIDOXS 
SEHOOL OF MAGIE FOR DIFFIQULT YOUNG MAGHY 
CIANS. BRIGHT AND DARK DEPARTMENTS 


Tanya had to re-read this inscription three times before its 
meaning sank in. What a mess! 
I bet Pipa would be thrilled! I wound up exactly where she 


wanted me to. Only with a slight difference, she told herself. But 
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there was no turning back now, and she decided not to jump to 
conclusions. 

Bab-Yagun touched her hand and gestured for her to follow 
him around Tibidoxs to the other side, avoiding the eyes (or, 
more precisely, the eye) of the cyclops. They glided noiselessly 
through the air along the loopholes and dived around the turn in 
the wall. 

“Phew, we made it!” Bab-Yagun exhaled. “We call him Pel- 
mennik. Good thing he didn’t see us... He’s the one that Odysseus 
blinded.” 

“But he can see!” 

“Mm-hmm! Sardanapal gave him an eye from this one witch 
who had so many of them, she didn’t even know what to do with 
them all, and stationed him here on guard duty. Only the eye 
turned out to be evil. If it so much as blinks, changes color, and 
turns around, that’s it — a hex has been set, and one that’ll im- 
mediately have you putting on white slippers. Not even my gram 
will be able to lift it. Pelmennik also has the Coffin Quilt; it’s like 
a handkerchief to him, but to us it’s a whole blanket... Whenever 
it slips away from him, it starts flying around the fortress. And if 
you stumble upon it, it’s bad news too. It'll pounce on your head 
and smother you.” 

“And how do we get inside, if not through the gate? Through 
one of the loopholes, maybe?” Tanya proposed. 


“The loopholes have double dark magic spells on them. 
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They’re more effective than bright ones. Vitup Vituperych put 
them on himself. The garrets, too. So it’s useless to try getting in 
that way — even a fly couldn’t make it. Might have been possible 
to go through the gate, of course. Pelmennik was probably given 
a head’s up, but I don’t like him something awful. And he can’t 
stand me ever since a certain incident — he still glares evil eyes 
at me,” Bab-Yagun said apprehensively. 

“So what do we do now?” Tanya asked, wondering what the 
story was there. 

Bab-Yagun sniffed with a most mysterious air. His protrud- 
ing ears shone triumphantly. 

“Well... There is one ancient loophole... Gram secretly 
showed it to me when Pelmennik got all bent out of shape. But 
you have to agree first — not a word of this to Vitup! Not to Sar- 
danapal, not to anyone at all, otherwise they'll close it up. You 
swear?” 

“I swear,” said Tanya. 

“Okay, then... You swore, and magic vows are no joke! Oh 
man, who knows what could happen if you break your word!” 
Bab-Yagun said mysteriously. 

The enormous wall along which they flew was stacked to- 
gether from crumbling, colossal-sized boulders, which were un- 
nerving even to look at. All this made a depressing impression 


on Tanya. Bab-Yagun flew up to the place in the wall where it 
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merged with a massive black tower, and, finding a small, almost 
imperceptible crack, whispered into it: 

“Vzlomus!” 

The huge boulder was covered with a light haze. It turned 
deep blue, then brown, then finally pale yellow. And at that mo- 
ment, Bab-Yagun steadfastly flew his vacuum cleaner straight 
through the stone, finding himself on the other side. Tanya tried 
to follow right behind him, but the boulder had already dark- 
ened again, and she only knocked her forehead painfully against 
it. After waiting a while and making sure the stone was not going 
to let her through, she remembered the magic word and whis- 
pered: “Vzlomus!” The stone began turning deep blue again, and 
now it was already pale yellow. Hurrying before it faded, Tanya, 
shutting her eyes, again aimed the double bass at it. She ex- 
pected another blow, but instead, as during the crossing, she 
only felt a whirlwind of tiny sparks pricking her — and just like 
that she was standing in a dark passage next to Bab-Yagun. 

“What took you so long?” Bab-Yagun asked, taking the dou- 
ble bass from her. “You can’t fly in Tibidoxs. All flight spells are 
blocked in here, and some others too. While I go hide this thing, 
you go upstairs and look for Sardanapal’s study. He’s waiting for 
you. I'd go with you, but someone would see our things and 
wonder how we got in. So I’ve gotta get them out of sight as soon 
as possible.” 


“IT have to look for his study?” Tanya felt flustered. 
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“You'll find it... Oh, one more thing — don't be afraid of the 
ghosts. This place is full of them — after all, this is their tower,’ 
Bab-Yagun said mysteriously before darting down the stairs, 
bending under the weight of the vacuum cleaner and double 


bass, case and all. 
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Chapter 8 
THE TOWER OF GHOSTS 


eft alone, Tanya looked around warily. She stood on the 
narrow landing between two flights of stairs: one, covered 
with red carpet, went up; the other, along which Bab-Ya- 
gun had fled, went down. Behind her, from the direction of the 
blank wall through which they had come, something clanked un- 
pleasantly. Turning around suddenly, Tanya saw a rusty two- 
handed sword shackled to the wall with a chain, on which it was 
now swinging, and next to it a round shield, polished to a shine. 
Looking into it, Tanya almost screamed. In the shield, she saw 
her reflection, only without a head; likely it lay at her feet, having 
been lopped off. The shield rattled mockingly and the sword 
lunged at her neck, but unable to reach because of the chain, it 
began viciously vibrating and rusting out of frustration before 
her eyes. 
“Some place this is!” Tanya said in a trembling voice, and 
started up the stairs. 


The red carpet ruffled slightly under her feet. From beneath 
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it came groans, then idiotic neighing, then the shuffling of cards, 
then the mewing of a cat. All this was still bearable, but abso- 
lutely unbearable was the trick of the two black tombstones that 
adorned the next landing, which at the girl’s approach immedi- 
ately displayed in wavering Gothic type: “Tanya Grotter.” 

Tanya felt her mouth go dry. For the second time she was 
foretold her own death. 

“Well, fine! Two headstones are too many for one person,” 
she said, and with a vigorous shake of her hand, she fired off a 
volley of green sparks at the tombstones. The letters rippled in 
annoyance and jumped around, rearranging their places. 

“Hey, what are you doing?” displayed the first tombstone. 

“We always kid around like that!” explained the second. 

“Stones have been chipped for jokes like that!” Tanya mut- 
tered. “Tell me where Sardanapal’s study is, or else!” 

“Straight ahead,” wrote the first tombstone. 

“Unless you die along the way,” added the second. 

Tanya twirled her finger at her temple. 

The tombstones lay on the landing of the middle floor of the 
tower. A long, straight-as-an-arrow corridor supported by high 
vaulted arches stretched into the depths of the fortress. Sunlight 
filtered through the semicircular stained-glass windows, splin- 
tering into specks of brightness. Tanya took several hesitant 
steps. 


Suddenly, a strange chomping sound came from under her 
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feet. Up through the floor passed first a head, then a chest, and 
then the rest of a swarthy young man with a blue-gray nose and 
an unbuttoned infantry jacket. The ghost smelled cold and damp. 
The opposite wall could be seen faintly through his chest. Tanya 
jumped back. Had she not, the ghost would have passed right 
through her. He was going to, too, but becoming intrigued, he 
stopped and began examining the girl instead. 

“Oh, charmant! A new girl in Tibidoxs!” he exclaimed in a 
crackling voice. “And what, I wonder, brings you here? Let me 
guess. I bet you were attracting wallets just by looking at them, 
like those Romani sisters? Or are you the one who froze her 
math teacher? Poetic justice — she was already so cold. Let her 
be a Snegurochka! Wrong again? Then did you accidentally set 
your class register on fire with a glance, along with the teacher’s 
lounge...? Zombify your grandpa because he didn’t buy you a bi- 
cycle? Turn candy wrappers into money...? Stick your drunk of a 
father in a vodka bottle? No?” 

All of a sudden, the cloudy gaze of the ghost rested on the tip 
of Tanya’s nose. His face stretched and rippled. 

“Well, well, well! Do my eyes deceive me? Are you really the 
one?” he exclaimed. 

“What ‘one’? I — I’m me. Tanya Grotter. Daughter of Leopold 
Grotter.” 


The ghost roared with laughter. He quickly reached out a fin- 
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ger and, before the girl could pull away, flicked her on the nose. 
Tanya felt like a stream of musty, icy air went through her mole. 

“Mille pardons, poor lamb. I was just checking to see if your 
mole was real. Yes, you are definitely Grotter... I can’t believe my 
eyes! How extremely foolish of Sardanapal to bring you here 
right now... Unless — ha-ha! — he wants to add to his polter- 
geist collection...” 

“What are you talking about?” Tanya didn’t understand. 

But the ghost did not explain. He suddenly burst out laugh- 
ing, so much so his face floated off somewhere. 

“I’m going to tell everyone that I saw the Tanya Grotter. That 
ought to make my old pals happy,” he declared, deftly catching 
his elusive nose. “By the way, I have one teensy little request, 
mille pardons. Would you scratch my back?” 

The ghost turned around. Tanya covered her mouth with her 
hand so as not to scream. There were at least twelve knives stuck 
in his back! 

“You won't scratch it, then? And you won't straighten that lit- 
tle dagger?” asked the ghost, turning his head at an angle incon- 
ceivable for a living person. 

Without waiting for an answer, he laughed foolishly and 
quickly floated off down one of the branches of the corridor, 
loudly calling out: 

“Hey, everyone! Want to hear something funny? Know who 


Sardanapal brought here? Tanya Grotter!” 
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Deciding she’d had more than enough contact with ghosts 
for now, Tanya broke into a run. Marble idols jumped in their 
niches, the carpet moved under her feet. In the central corridor 
there were many side steps, passages, narrow openings, and iron 
grilles, behind which there were obviously secret passages or, at 
worst, abandoned dungeons. A biting wind blew from one pas- 
sage, damp autumn leaves were thrown at her face from another, 
desert heat flowed from the third. Vague shadows floated out 
from somewhere — here a gloomy lady in a most unusual purple 
hat, there an unpleasant old man with a wrinkled and flabby 
face, like a deflated balloon. 

Convinced she'd already gotten lost long ago anyway, Tanya 
raced down the corridor, dreaming of only one thing — finding 
someplace quiet. She was about to poke her head into a passage 
when she heard the rustling of wheels in the darkness, and the 
Phantom Wheelchair rolled out toward her. Thrown over the 
Wheelchair was a dark blue checkered blanket, which stirred as 
if someone or something were hiding under it. 

Jumping back into the main corridor, Tanya rushed past 
some cacti with sadly blinking human eyes, and an enormous 
crystal coffin quietly swinging on silver chains stretched be- 
tween two attractive gibbets. The coffin was empty apart from a 
long broom that lay exactly in its center, with a tag tied to it read- 
ing: “GP’s Broom, Life Size.” Tanya had neither the time nor the 


opportunity to examine the broom. The Phantom Wheelchair, 
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with its fiendishly whooping invisible passenger, was still com- 
ing after her. It was already literally on Tanya’s heels and would 
certainly have run her down had the corridor not, in keeping 
with the bizarre architecture of Tibidoxs, suddenly veered off 
sharply. Here the Wheelchair began to skid, and it fell slightly be- 
hind. 

Leaping out from behind the turn, Tanya found herself be- 
fore a tremendous double door, on which two sleeping sphinxes 
were depicted in gold. Before the girl had time to think whether 
this might be the door she was looking for, dazzling, fiery letters 
instantly began flickering above the entrance: 

“Oh, yes! You are not mistaken! Before you is the small, 
modest study of the laureate of the Magic Suspenders 
Award, the for-life-and-beyond head of Tibidoxs, the aca- 
demician of Bright Magic, Sardanapal Chernomorov.” 

Frightened listening to the whooping of the ghost and the 
rustling of the Wheelchair, Tanya started banging on the door. 
Both sphinxes woke up at once and got ready to pounce. But just 
then the door swung open and the for-life-and-beyond head of 
Tibidoxs floated out to meet her like a roly-poly duck. A fragrant 
disappearing, reappearing beard lay majestically on his chest. 
Both rebel-mustachios were securely tucked behind his ears and 
tied at the back of his head in a sailor’s knot. 

“I’m being chased! By a wheelchair!” shouted Tanya. 


The academician smiled reassuringly and, standing in the 
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middle of the corridor, awaited the approach of the Wheelchair. 
A few seconds later, it came around the turn and rushed forward, 
but noticing the stern academician in its way, it cowardly shrunk 
back. The invisible passenger groaned timidly and, sinking like a 
bag to the floor, took refuge under the blanket. The Wheelchair, 
meanwhile, was scrambling to seep through the wall. A second 
later, the blanket scurried off in the same direction, wriggling 
nervously. 

Sardanapal threw his arms around Tanya’s shoulders in a 
welcoming embrace and led her into his study. 

“The next time you see the Wheelchair, the Coffin Quilt, or 
the Eyeless Horror, don’t try to run from them. They are energy 
vampires, fueled only by fear. It’s enough just to look at them and 
say: Drygus-brygus!” he advised. 

Hearing the spell, the invisible passenger, not yet completely 
out of sight, squeaked in horror, and a moment later was pulled 
into the granite slabs with a loud chomp. 

“Now he won't jump out anytime soon,” Sardanapal smiled 
into his beard. 

“It’s a shame I didn’t know about Drygus-brygus before. 
There was this really nasty one... with knives in his back...” 
Tanya said regretfully, answering the questioning look he gave 
her. 

“With knives...? That was Lieutenant Rzhevsky. Most do not 


care for his jokes,” the academician grinned. 
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The inscription had not lied. Academician Sardanapal’s 
study was truthfully modest. In any case, it wasn’t exactly a gym- 
nasium. The weirdest palm trees grew along the walls in ma- 
hogany tubs decorated with little diamonds. Bright tropical fish 
swam in transparent glass columns. Near Sardanapal’s desk, 
which was a greatly scaled down copy of a football field, stood a 
cage full of magic books which, pages fluttering indignantly, 
were continually beating against the bars, trying to break out. 
One book, thick with yellow parchment sheets, tried to turn into 
a lizard, but the bars, closing together, did not let it through. 

“Books on dark magic. They’re needed sometimes to remove 
spells. I could have given them to the library, but I fear they 
wouldn't get along with Abdullah, the jinni. Either he’d end up 
incinerating them, or they’d end up re-educating him. Jinn are a 
nervous, unstable people,” explained Sardanapal. “By the way, 
how was The Bright Mage’s Companion? Was it useful?” 

“Yes, I learned the flight and crossing spells. Although, Pipa 
and this other girl found it once and...” Tanya blurted out and, 
unable to stop herself, told Sardanapal all about Pipa and Lenka 
Mumrikova. 

“Is there any way she can get rid of the fur on her hands?” 
she asked. 

Sardanapal clucked his tongue despondently. 

“I’m afraid we can’t help her. The sentry spell cannot be un- 


done. Any lopukhoid who attacks a magic book gets covered in 
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fur. If it’s just her hands, that’s not so bad, is it? Imagine what it 
would have been like if she had touched the book with, say, her 
nose?” 

Tanya suddenly felt like two icy drills were boring through 
her. Turning around, she saw sitting in a deep armchair a short, 
bald man with close-set eyes sparkling maliciously from under 
tufted gray eyebrows. He gazed at her intently, with almost 
undisguised hatred. 

“Let me introduce you two. This is Vitup Vituperych, the 
deputy headmaster here at Tibidoxs. And this...” began Sardana- 
pal. 

“I've already guessed who this is,” Vitup Vituperych inter- 
rupted. “Now let her tell us how she got here.” 

“U-um, the usual way... By foot, down the corridor,” said 
Tanya, confused. 

“I know perfectly well you didn’t come by vacuum cleaner! 
All flight spells are blocked here... What I want to know is how 
did you get into Tibidoxs? Through the gate?” The deputy head- 
master’s piercing gaze focused on Tanya’s nose. 

She hesitated, but not wanting to let Bab-Yagun down, she 
answered yes. Hearing her “yes,” Vitup Vituperych went apoplec- 
tic: 

“That’s a lie! You did not come through the gate! The cyclops 
would have let me know!” he screamed hysterically. “Either you 


tell me the truth at once, or...” 
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Realizing she was in desperate need of a way out, Tanya 
looked pitifully at Sardanapal and, forcing her eyes to tear up, 
sobbed. She knew perfectly well how to use pity to get her way: 
life had taught her that. Roused by compassion, Chernomorov, 
who had been feeding the books on dark magic with pieces of 
raw meat, immediately came to her rescue. 

“Vitup, stop badgering our guest! Maybe she really did get in 
here through the gate?” he said. 

“You know perfectly well, Academician, that that is impossi- 
ble!” The deputy headmaster was boiling mad. “Besides the cy- 
clops, there’s also the alert spell! We would have known about 
it!” 

“And what, that spell can’t fail?” 

“Only once in a million years!” shouted Vitup Vituperych. 

“There, you see, it could have failed after all! In other words, 
for the next million years, we'll be able to sleep peacefully... Now 
pull yourself together; you’re spooking the little bookies,” Sar- 
danapal said softly, nodding at the cage. The books on dark 
magic opened their pages and, pressing against the bars, greed- 
ily caught every angry howl of Vitup Vituperych, obviously 
drinking in his negative energy. 

Seeing that Sardanapal was not on his side, Tibidoxs’s 
deputy headmaster threw another icy look at Tanya. 


“As if I don’t already know: you got in thanks to that Bab-Ya- 


24? 2134 


gun and his crazy grandmother’s secret gaps! Wait till I find 
them!” he hissed and turned away. 

Sardanapal affectionately ruffled Tanya’s hair. At the same 
time, his beard, heretofore lying quietly on his chest, seized the 
opportunity and surreptitiously flicked her nose. 

“Well now, my girl, here you are at Tibidoxs. What’s your 
first impression? It’s a nice place, isn’t it? You get attached to this 
place right away, and for the rest of your life.” The academician’s 
voice faltered. 

Tanya looked carefully into his face, checking whether or not 
he was joking. In her opinion, Tibidoxs did not at all seem like 
such a wonderful place. 

“Is it true that this is a school for difficult magicians?” she 
asked. 

The academician hesitated slightly. 

“Yes... But don’t go thinking this is a labor colony or a correc- 
tional facility. Nothing of the sort. Our task is to help...” he began. 

“Help with what?” 

Noticing one of his shoelaces was untied, the academician 
tied it with a glance and whistled to a chair, which ran up to him 
on short, crooked legs. 

“With finding yourself, figuring out exactly who you are. You 
see, the ability to perform magic manifests itself in all sorts of 
different ways, and more often than not when you least expect it. 


A boy or girl might live ten or twelve years in the world, born to 
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the most ordinary parents, never suspecting a thing. And then 
one day, under the right circumstances, their magic bursts out 
and they do something an ordinary lopukhoid could never do. 
They might, for example, turn an annoying neighbor into a par- 
rot, or they might carry off a pair of roller skates right through a 
store window, and the store window itself, amazingly, remains 
intact. They don’t even mean to steal, but the roller skates simply 
— poof! — jump into their hands from the sheer force of their 
desire... It’s not at all necessary that the boys or girls who do this 
come from decent families. More often than not, it’s the other 
way around. Magic abilities can manifest in anyone — a beggar, a 
young pickpocket, the worst student in the class. Those are the 
kinds of kids we work with here at Tibidoxs, so that later they 
won't use their skills to the detriment of...” 

“Only they do anyway! That’s why we have a Dark Magic de- 
partment here! That’s where we send those who give in to temp- 
tation too much to be in the Bright department,” Vitup inter- 
jected gloomily. 

“And the kids like studying here?” Tanya asked curiously. 

“Some do, some don’t. Everyone here has their own gifts. 
There’s someone who’s adept at teleportation, others who can 
walk through walls, read minds, or who have a talent for levita- 
tion. There are those who can’t master the simplest spells for 
three years, but then, without any training, cast a hex so power- 


ful, we have to struggle for two weeks to lift it. We even have one 
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little glutton now who came to us after eating the food in the su- 
permarket.” 

“It happens,” said Tanya sympathetically, remembering Aunt 
Ninel’s day-before-yesterday vermicelli. 

“You don’t understand,” Sardanapal clarified. “He ate ALL 
the food in ALL OF THE supermarkets. On top of that, he ate the 
batons of the two guards who tried to stop him. Of course, the 
poor child can be excused since he was very hungry at the time 
— his mother and father hardly ever fed him, only beat him and 
forced him to beg — but he must learn to control himself. Now 
he’s here and you'll get to meet him soon... Furthermore, we also 
have orphans studying here who've found their home among 
these walls. We try to find a little key to every heart. After all, 
magic is extremely dangerous if used indiscriminately.” 

Vitup Vituperych snorted derisively. 

“Widdle key to every heart, goo-goo ga-ga!” he mimicked. 
“There’s no need to make all that fuss over the little hoods! Look 
how roller skates jump into their hands. Wallets sprout wings! 
It’s just little things at first, and then — bam! — from little things 
they turn into The Nothing One! I would treat them differently. 
Once and for all! I can see right through them!” The cold gimlet 
eyes of the deputy headmaster fixed intently on Tanya, and it 
seemed to her that a little skeleton was reflected in each pupil. 

Sardanapal turned crimson. There was a hiss, a whistle — 


and then, suddenly taking off, the short-legged armchair, along 
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with the academician, hung in the air right above Tanya’s head. 
She realized that that was how the head of Tibidoxs let off steam. 

“Nonsense, Vitup!” he shouted. “I have argued with you 
three hundred times, and I will argue with you another three 
hundred times! You think I don’t know where you're going with 
this? Children cannot be completely zombified, no matter what 
they’ve done! As long as I am in charge here, I will not have obe- 
dient zombies with pewter button eyes sedately roaming these 
halls! Or have you forgotten how you got here as a child and 
what you were doing when I found you?” 

“Stop it, Sardanapal! We have an agreement!” the deputy 
headmaster shouted, turning pale and looking nervously at 
Tanya. Anyone could see he was terribly afraid his secret — 
whatever could it be? — would get out. 

Before the academician had time to respond, their conversa- 
tion was interrupted by a terrible roar. The walls began to shake 
slightly from the ruckus, which reached them from deep under- 
ground. Tanya jumped in surprise, noticing that neither Sardana- 
pal nor Vitup Vituperych had even raised an eyebrow. 

“That would be the Titans. Kottos, Briareos, and Gyes. Each 
has a hundred hands, fifty heads, and a seemingly limitless sup- 
ply of stupidity. You'll soon get used to them. They are impris- 
oned deep underground in a dark, cramped, stuffy cave,” Vitup 
Vituperych said with a nasty grin. 

“Why don’t you set them free?” asked Tanya. Vitup Vitu- 
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perych gave her a withering look, as if she had just said the stu- 
pidest, most ridiculous thing imaginable. 

“Set the Titans free? Sardanapal, did you hear what she 
thinks? That would be impossible. They have been imprisoned 
by the ancient gods since the dawn of the universe. If they were 
ever set free, they’d destroy everything in sight. Even dark 
mages understand that and mind their own business. The first 
monsters — they’re not dragons and unholy spirits, you know.” 

“But what are the Titans doing here?” Tanya, just to be on 
the safe side, moved away from the trembling wall. 

Sardanapal scratched his nose, feeling somewhat awkward. 

“Well, you see, Tibidoxs — it’s not just a school for difficult 
magicians; it’s also a place of exile for all kinds of ancient... um... 
relicts, differently disposed toward humans, and toward mages 
too. Since these monsters are immortal, we can’t do anything to 
them — we can only keep them imprisoned... But do not worry. 
All of the mon... er... all of those entities reside on the lower lev- 
els of Tibidoxs. They are absolutely harmless, but as a precau- 
tion, they’re guarded by the cyclopes and the bogatyr brothers. 
On top of that, we also have an outstanding magical defense sys- 
tem. I developed it myself. It provides against all foreseeable ac- 
cidents.” 

Vitup Vituperych coughed maliciously. 

“Almost all accidents,” corrected Sardanapal, noticing the 


deputy headmaster was again ready to object. “Many years ago, 
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it’s true, there was an incident when they broke through the de- 
fense system, but everyone who escaped was captured. At least, 
we think that they all were, since, naturally, we couldn’t count 
how many of them had escaped... There’s only one entity we 
know for sure is still at large, and who presents a great... let’s 
face it, an enormous danger... for all of us. That entity... no point 
hiding it... is Chuma-del-Tort — The Nothing One.” 

A low whistling suddenly filled the air. The button on the 
deputy headmaster’s collar began whirling around and blinking 
red. 

“Vitup, your notifier’s gone off again! Turn it off!” Sardana- 
pal grimaced. 

“I will not turn it off! Some unholy spirits are hanging 
around the Hidden Basement again! And I’m not through with 
you yet, Grotter! We'll continue this conversation later!” the 
deputy headmaster promised darkly, glaring back at Tanya. 

He jumped up and rushed out, slamming the door with such 
force, one of the golden sphinxes, half-asleep, fell off and was 
forced to clamber back up. 

Academician Chernomorov threw up his hands helplessly. 

“What a temper he has... But he’s a great man! And so 
skilled!” he said, as if apologizing. “So, Tanyusha, from now on 
you will study at Tibidoxs. It doesn’t matter what grade you were 
in in the lopukhoid realm; you'll have to start fresh from the be- 


ginning here. We have five basic grades, or stages. At the end of 
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each year, there are rigorous exams. Then those who so wish can 
enroll in either the Faculty of Unholy Spirit Studies with 
Meduziya, or the Faculty of Evil Eye Delivery, or of Practical 
Magic with Professor Klopp, or join me in the Department of the 
Otherworldly. You can also study Veterinary Magic, namely how 
to treat unicorns, firebirds, dragons, harpies, Cerberus, rusalki. 
There’s one boy, Vanka Valyalkin, whom they say is making 
progress in that field. He even managed to pull a splinter out of 
my sphinx’s nose, which, I must confess, even I myself would not 
have dared to do...” 

Sardanapal continued talking for a long time, but for some 
reason Tanya couldn't remember a thing he said. Lulled by the 
monotonous murmur of his voice, she felt her eyelids grow 
heavy and close. The sleepless night, spent riding the double 
bass along icy air currents, made itself felt. 

“Yes, you go get some sleep!” A thought occurred to Sardana- 
pal. “Wait a moment; let me find out your room assignment. Your 
lessons today aren't until later this afternoon, so you'll still have 
plenty of time for a good, long nap.” 

Grabbing his chimepiece off the table, he wiped it with his 
sleeve, and at the bottom of the tin bowl instantly flashed the 
face of the docent of the Faculty of Unholy Spirit Studies, 
Meduziya Gorgonova. Meduziya was half-asleep, and the snakes 
on her head, which had not yet had time to turn back into hair, 


were firmly gathered at the back of her head in a bun. Noticing 
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the academician, Meduziya hastily threw a kerchief over her 
head. 

“Pardon me, Meduziya... I just wanted to ask where we're 
putting Tanya Grotter?” 

Meduziya answered something, but Tanya couldn't hear it. 
She could only hear the head of Tibidoxs. The sound on his 
chimepiece was likely tuned to a telepathic channel. 

“And there’s nowhere else available...2 Are you sure? I 
thought we still had two spare bedrooms... How did they get 
flooded? Are you experimenting with domesticating rusalki 
again? The whole place is going to smell like fish again... Okay, I'll 
tell her. Cheers!” 

Sardanapal wiped away the image of Meduziya from the 
chimepiece and turned to Tanya. He was slightly embarrassed. 

“Meduziya says all the rooms are already taken. So you... 
uh... you will have to live in the room with the Dark Drapes. If the 
Drapes start to act strangely, all you have to do is say: Drygus- 
brygus! Think you can handle that?” 

“Tl try,” Tanya promised, wondering how she'd be able to 
say Drygus-brygus if the Drapes attacked her in her sleep. 

“Wait, I haven't finished yet. You may not know this, but 
Tibidoxs is divided into two completely equal sides. One side is 
occupied by us — the bright mages — while the other... the 
other, alas, is occupied by the dark mages. We usually don’t get 


involved in each other’s affairs. We have, how should I put this, 
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neutrality... So, the room with the Dark Drapes is the only one in 
all of Tibidoxs that belongs both to us and to the dark mages. 
Therefore, your roommate will be a girl from the dark side. Her 
name is Morbinya Sepulchrova. She is... um... a little strange, but 
then all dark mages are like that... Are you okay with that? Then 
I shall send a sphinx to show you the way...” 

“Well, if there’s nothing else...” Tanya shrugged her shoul- 
ders. She only wanted one thing: sleep. 

After Pipa, nothing could surprise me, thought Tanya, yawn- 
ing, but this time she was mistaken. 

Before long, surprising things would happen to her. And 


they were not all good surprises. 
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Chapter 9 
THE SCROLL OF PREDICTIONS 


he golden sphinx confidently led Tanya through the 

nooks and crannies of Tibidoxs. Several times ghosts 

floated out to meet them, wanting to get a look at the 
new girl, and once, uttering agonizing sighs, something dark and 
indefinite oozed out of a dark niche in the wall, like a dense fog 
with two round, closely set holes resembling eyes. Assuming the 
form of a monstrous hand, the fog quickly drifted toward Tanya, 
but as soon as it noticed Academician Sardanapal’s sphinx (who 
was idly baring his golden fangs), it hurriedly retreated back 
through the grate-covered niche, gurgling anxiously. 

Tanya never stopped marveling at how the architecture of 
Tibidoxs blended narrow passages with wide open corridors 
and halls that stretched as far as the eye could see. But blend 
they did. Suddenly, another corridor led them to a giant stair- 
case, built — or, rather, carved — out of solid rock. Each step was 


more than waist-high, and so wide a sofa could easily fit on it. 
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Stone figure atlases ran along the staircase, propping up the 
massive arches on their shoulders. 

“Back-to-back show-offs! Rather than putting these guys up, 
they should have made the steps lower!” Tanya muttered, trying 
to keep up with the sphinx. 

Hearing her, one of the atlases snapped his stone teeth, and 
Tanya decided to refrain from further criticism. They might drop 
the ceiling on my head — I wouldn't put it past them, she decided. 

The staircase led to a magnificent hall. Already accustomed 
to the grandeur of Tibidoxs, Tanya was not all that impressed by 
its size. But there was something else remarkable about it: run- 
ning down the center of the hall, dividing it into two equal parts, 
was a bluish stream of fire. 

The left side of the hall was bright, as if bathed in the light of 
an invisible sun. Dropping diamond sparks from their tails onto 
the flagstones, firebirds raced overhead, their wings flapping 
madly, playfully pursued by chubby cupids dressed, thanks to 
Sardanapal’s efforts, in red suspenders. A long-eared little 
humpbacked horse in a canvas horse blanket (apparently fash- 
ioned from an old magic tablecloth) was pestering a dazzling 
white unicorn. Irritated, she kept kicking at him, trying to catch 
him on her chiseled diamond hoof. Every time, the horse deftly 
jumped out of the way, raining down plates, cranberry pies, and 
smoked hams from his blanket. 


But such bright, albeit unruly fun was only on one side. To 
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the right of the trickle of fire that ran down the hall, dividing it in 
two, was pitch black night. Bats swooped along the high vaults of 
the hall, hissing snakes lay on the floor, and in the far corner, 
where it smelled of sulfur and mold, gloomily loomed something 
like a dark silhouette. The golden sphinx moved unflinchingly 
along the fiery line, keeping to the bright side and snorting con- 
temptuously at the snakes hissing at him. 

Tanya hurriedly rushed after him, afraid to lag behind the 
sphinx. Little cupids fluttered around merrily. The humpbacked 
horse briskly galloped alongside on his short, shaggy, ponyish 
legs, raining blini with red caviar and vatrushki from the magic 
tablecloth. Occasionally the tablecloth would slip, and then pots 
would start tumbling out of it. The ruckus made the nervous uni- 
corn twitch her ears and start kicking again. 

When they were out of the hall, something made Tanya turn 
around and look back at the dark side. She had the feeling some- 
one was watching her from that far corner, never for a moment 
taking their eyes off her... 

Right where the fiery boundary line ended, another short 
flight of spiraling stairs began, this time of ordinary, rather than 
colossal size. The higher they climbed, the clearer the voices 
coming from above became. Tanya figured they were approach- 
ing the student bedrooms, and that she would now get to see the 


kids with whom she would be studying for the next few years. 
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Her heart started beating anxiously, and she slowed her 
pace a little and began listening in on what they were saying. 

“You all saw that: someone has enchanted my boots. How 
am I supposed to go to Practical Magic class now? And today’s 
topic is a most interesting one, too: ‘How to Prepare an Elixir of 
Courage from Stink Beetles!” complained a boy on the verge of 
tears. 

“Someone probably put slips of paper with spells on them in 
your insoles. If you take them out, that should be that,” someone 
advised him. (It sounded like a girl.) 

“I know all that, but I can’t take the papers out! The boots 
run away from me, and when I do catch up with them, they start 
kicking! It will be a nightmare if I miss class. Then my grade 
point average will drop from a 5.0 to a 4.9!” 

A door slammed. Someone stepped out into the corridor. 

“Quit bugging everyone, Shurasik! No one cares how you're 
doing in Klopp’s class. My grade point average last quarter was a 
2.9., but you didn’t see me having a heart attack over it. Or do 
you want them to stitch your name in gold thread on the 
bloomers of honor?” a loud, boyish voice rang out mockingly. 

“VALYALKIN! You’re the one who ENCHANTED MY BOOTS! 
Return them to normal or I'll put a hex on you!” the complainer 
shouted, growing from suspicious to confident. 

Deciding there was no sense in staying hidden, Tanya 


climbed up to the landing. 
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She saw a large, circular drawing room that a great number 
of bedroom doors opened onto. There were at least twenty kids 
in the drawing room, all around her age, who upon noticing the 
golden sphinx of Academician Sardanapal stared first at him, 
then at the one he had brought. 

Near the bedroom closest to the stairs, jumping barefoot, 
was a lanky, learned-looking adolescent — probably Shurasik — 
shooting off sparks from his ring, earnestly intending to put 
hexes on a small, thin young lad of about ten, dressed in an ab- 
surdly long yellow T-shirt that went down to his knees. A tooth- 
brush was flying in the air near the boy, apparently pestering 
him with reminders to brush. 

“Porchus pryshus zelenkus!” yelled Shurasik at the moment 
Tanya appeared on the floor. 

With a wave of his hand, on which he wore his magic ring, 
Shurasik fired a green spark at the thin youngster that quickly 
rushed at his face. But a moment before it reached him, the boy 
drew back neatly and held up a mirror, which he’d had hidden 
behind his back, so that it reflected Shurasik’s face instead of his 
own. When the spark hit his reflection, Shurasik suddenly 
squealed and covered his face with his sweater. But Tanya man- 
aged to see that his face was now covered in hefty, almost five- 
kopeck-coin-sized pimples, and not ordinary pimples at that, but 
ones smeared with brilliant green. 


Shurasik rushed into his bedroom. His enchanted boots hes- 
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itated a moment, then followed after him, wanting to keep teas- 
ing him in there as well. Everyone burst out laughing. 

“A hex like that'll last for a week. Good thing it bounced off 
the mirror,” the boy in the T-shirt said thoughtfully, and, looking 
cheerfully at Tanya, introduced himself: 

“Vanka Valyalkin. Know why I’m here? | ate an entire super- 
market.” 

“And the security guards’ batons,” added Tanya. The young 
boy stopped smiling. 

“Sardanapal told you..? And did he tell you why I ate them? 
That they tried to beat me with those clubs? All in all, it was a 
good thing they brought me to Tibidoxs right after that, other- 
wise the lopukhoids would have definitely sent me to a reform 
school...” 

“Then you and I would have definitely met there! If Uncle 
German made good on his promise,” said Tanya. 

The young boy’s eyes rested on her mole. For the first time, 
someone looked at it without disgust, without wanting to make 
an insult, but on the contrary, with understanding. 

“You're not... not Tanya Grotter?” he blurted out suddenly. 

The girl was slightly embarrassed. She was not yet used to 
the surprise her name aroused in magicians. 

“Yes, that’s me,” she nodded, then for some reason added: 

“In the flesh.” 


Vanka Valyalkin whistled softly, refraining from making any 
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further oohs and aahs, for which Tanya was grateful to him. But 
the others, starting to marvel at her, couldn't help themselves. 

“That’s her! Tanya Grotter herself. The only one who’s faced 
The Nothing One,” whispered Dusya Pupsikova, popping up from 
somewhere. She was a moon-faced girl of eleven who had acci- 
dentally turned her girl friend into pryanik. 

“Her parents were killed! But she herself crushed the scor- 
pion of The Nothing One! She’s incredible! That horrible mole is 
actually the burn mark of a magical spark — a souvenir of that 
night!” gasped Verka Popugaeva, a super-curious thirteen-year- 
old girl whose nose retained the clear imprint of a door. This had 
happened to it back in the human world, when she spied on her 
older sister kissing a boy. It was then that Verka manifested the 
ability to see through objects. 

Tanya smiled awkwardly. After all, she herself did not re- 
member anything about what was now being said about her. 
Gradually, a whole crowd surrounded her. Everyone tried to 
touch her, or at least wave at her from a distance. She had never 
felt so popular before. Previously — in the lopukhoid world — 
no one had ever wanted to be around her. 

And then, just when all that popularity became so over- 
whelming she just wanted to sink through the floor and turn in- 
visible, everyone suddenly heard an angry roar. The academi- 
cian’s sphinx growled as he stalwartly squeezed through the 


crowd and cleared a path for her to one of the bedrooms. 
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“So long, then! Get some rest! See you later!” Vanka Valyalkin 
snapped his fingers, beckoning his toothbrush. 

“Oh-my-god-oh-my-god-oh-my-god! She’s here with us 
now!” Dusya Pupsikova and Verka Popugaeva said in unison. 

As soon as Tanya walked into her new bedroom, the sphinx 
began to spin around like a top, turned into gold dust, and 
quickly blew away. The door closed with a soft bang behind 
Tanya’s back. Looking around, the girl realized she was in a small 
room split down the middle by a line — just like in the Hall of 
Two Forces, the only difference being this line was not made of 
fire. On the window overlooking the garden hung the long Dark 
Drapes, which stirred lazily as she approached. The bed to the 
right of the window was made of wood, covered with a red du- 
vet, and on the whole rather ordinary. But the bed on the oppo- 
site side... Tanya even recoiled from the shock... Yes, there was 
no doubt about it: it was not a bed, but rather a great big coffin, 
set upside down and with curled wooden legs nailed to it. The 
mattress on this “bed” was huge, satin, and shaped like a heart. 
On the mattress, crossing her legs, lay a beautiful girl of about 
twelve with violet hair, whose gaze was following the flying 
brush that was painting her nails a poisonous-green color. 

Tanya guessed that this was her roommate — the girl study- 
ing black magic in the “Dark” department of Tibidoxs, about 
whom Academician Sardanapal had spoken with such a sigh. A 


second later, Tanya realized that the girl, squinting her eyes, was 
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looking her over closely. And, furthermore, that she’d been look- 
ing at her for a long time. 

“Hi!” said Tanya. 

“Bye!” said the girl in a deep voice, somewhat similar to that 
of Aunt Ninel. She sat up with a jerk, and, dangling her legs off 
the bed, stared openly at Tanya. 

Her eyes were of different sizes and colors. The right one 
was narrow, shrewd, an oblique monolid clearly given to casting 
the evil eye, while the left was big, blue, and had long, naively 
flapping eyelashes. Depending on which side she was seen from, 
the girl could be taken for either an obvious ne’er-do-well or a 
simple-minded fool. 

“You must be Morbinya Sepulchrova,” said Tanya. 

“I know what my name is, even without your help. And 
you're Grotter. Little Tanya Grotter — the silly little orphan who 
blew up The Nothing One. Who else could have such a ridiculous 
mole on their nose? Does this mean you're going to be living 
here?” 

“Yes, am. And don’t think I’m going to ask for your permis- 
sion,” said Tanya, deciding not to stand on ceremony with this 
girl. 

“There, there. Go ahead and live here.” Morbinya nodded 
contemptuously at the other bed. “Just bear in mind that you 
aren't the first. The last three roommates they sent here shorted 


out their fuses. Two of them still stutter, and while the other 


2? 23] >> 


doesn’t, she does shake her head all the time. We dark mages 
don’t like you brights...” 

“Okay, then lie in your little coffin, zip your lip, and don’t 
come out!” Tanya brushed her off, thinking that fate had sent her 
another Pipa. But be that as it may, at least here she had her own 
bed, desk, wardrobe, and a whole half of a room. At Uncle Ger- 
man’s, she’d had to be content with the loggia. 

“Well, no need to be rude to me! Mind you, if you fall asleep, 
I'll sic this on you! Hey, Page!” Morbinya jabbed a finger at a cor- 
ner of the room. There, on a stand, stood a large skeleton in a big 
hat, with a dark cloak thrown over his shoulders. Two tubes of 
lipstick stuck out of his eye sockets, and he held a compact in his 
teeth. It seemed that Morbinya, endowed with a peculiar sense 
of humor, used it as a clothes-rack. 

Tanya went to her bed and, quickly undressing, slipped un- 
der the covers. 

“Don’t wake me, don’t stow me away, and don’t turn me 
over!” she yawned and, immediately forgetting all about 
Morbinya, the Dark Drapes, the stupid skeleton in the hat, and 
the ghosts running around with knives sticking out of their 
backs, fell into a deep sleep. 

Morbinya looked at her for a long time, and then, with a 
chuckle, said to the skeleton: 
“You know, Page, it seems no one dared to tell that dork 


about the prophecy. So much the worse for her.” 
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Tanya did not manage to get enough sleep. She was soon awak- 
ened by a terrible ringing from the big clock that hung on the 
wall. The clock was rather strange, having no numbers and only 
one hand, and with little pictures placed around the circumfer- 
ence of the dial. On showed a stack of bouncing textbooks, an- 
other a bed, the third a spoon, the fourth a little vacuum cleaner, 
and the fifth, at which the hand was now pointing, a large caul- 
dron with a thin stream of malodorous smoke snaking out of it. 
Right now, this cauldron was rattling, and yellow, unpleasantly 
scented smoke, flowing into the room and tickling Tanya’s nose, 
formed into sprawling letters: “Student Grotter! Shake off the 
spell of laziness at once and march over to Practical Magic! 
Prof. Klopp.” 

Finally waking up, Tanya sprang to her feet. Under her bed 
she found the case with the double bass — it seemed Bab-Yagun 
had managed to put it there while she was sleeping. Quickly get- 
ting dressed, Tanya ran out into the corridor. The smoke from 
the clock, which turned into a pointing finger, led her through 
the corridors of Tibidoxs. 

Climbing up under the very roof of a tower that was tall and 
narrow like a pencil, Tanya found herself in a low hall, the walls 
of which, from floor to ceiling, were covered in bunches of herbs, 


snake tails, and dried eagle feet. The students, among whom 
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Tanya recognized Bab-Yagun (who gave her a friendly nod), 
Vanka Valyalkin (who was frankly bored), the chubby-cheeked 
Dusya Pupsikova, and Shurasik (who, surrounded by a mountain 
of books and notebooks, was scribbling with a goose feather 
quill at the speed of a racing electric train), sat at low desks cov- 
ered with soot and arranged around a small platform. In the cen- 
ter of the platform, in a rope hammock with a great many knots 
slung at a good height off the floor, sat a tiny, wrinkled old man. 
His bald head, with a single strand of yellowish hair, looked like 
an overgrown radish. His face seemed to consist of nothing but 
wrinkles. He was dressed in a mauve leotard with a ratty woolen 
vest thrown over it. 

“Ach, here comes Tanya Grotter! Off to a great start: your 
first day at Tibidoxs und already you are late!” he said with an 
obvious accent, smiling acidly with gums empty but for a single 
crooked tooth sticking out from the top. “I am Professor Klopp! 
We are covering a most critical topic: ‘How to Prepare an Elixir of 
Courage from Stink Beetles’ Before we continue, I must warn you 
that due to your tardiness, I will keep everyone for exactly one 
minute after class!” 

Professor Klopp jabbed his finger at the dial of a clock, 
which, like his face, looked like a radish. 
“Don’t pay any attention to him! He’s obsessed with punctu- 


ality,” Bab-Yagun whispered encouragingly. 
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But although his whisper had been quite soft, Professor 
Klopp mysteriously heard it. 

“Another five minute penalty for the whole class! And triple 
the homework! This time, you have Bab-Yagun to thank,” he 
croaked, and, swinging in his hammock, continued his dictation: 

“mit a silver mixer’ Period. Capital letter. ‘In the event 
there are no stink beetles nearby, dried dung beetles are also 
suitable for preparing the elixir’ Period. Capital letter” 

“And this is what they call ‘Practical Magic’... I can’t stand all 
this writing,” Vanka Valyalkin sighed, moving over to give Tanya a 
place on the bench next to him. 

It seemed that out of the entire class, only Shurasik was en- 
joying himself, quickly scribbling down his third sheet of notes. 
Glancing cautiously at his feet, Tanya discovered he was wearing 
galoshes on his bare feet. Guess his boots are still running ram- 
pant, she thought with a smile. 

The only time for practice was given at the end of the lesson. 
Professor Klopp launched from his ring a whole barrage of red 
sparks — from which Tanya inferred that before her was a mage 
from “the dark side” — and all the desks, letting out short, 
crooked legs, began crawling toward the center of the hall. A lit- 
tle cauldron of green copper coated in slime appeared in front of 
each student. Tanya desperately wanted to scrub hers to a shine, 
but Bab-Yagun whispered that magic cauldrons should never be 


scrubbed or cleaned. 
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Watching how the others were doing it, Tanya began prepar- 
ing the elixir. She didn’t want to make a fool of herself, especially 
since for some reason Professor Klopp had been finding fault 
with her right from the start. 

Shurasik was the most zealous of all the students in his 
preparation of the elixir of courage, stirring his cauldron with a 
spoon, then with his galoshes, and simultaneously trying not to 
let the beetles crawl away. Though outwardly simple, the recipe 
for the elixir had a catch — the water in the cauldron had to be 
heated for a long time without being brought to a boil, even 
though magic cauldrons heat up almost instantly. First, Vanka 
Valyalkin’s mixture boiled over, then Verka Popugaeva’s, and at 
the end, Bab-Yagun’s beetle flew into the ear of Dusya Pupsikova, 
who raised a terrible screech and knocked over her cauldron. 

“T hate all these dumb potions. No wonder they always write 
on magic tinctures ‘side effects include growing hair on the nose 
and forehead,” Vanka grumbled, trying to egg on his beetle to 
crawl under Shurasik’s collar. 

Professor Klopp walked around the circle of students and in- 
dulgently tasted their elixirs. For just this purpose, he even had a 
special bronze spoon on a long chain hanging from his belt. Hav- 
ing sipped half a spoon’s worth from each of the cauldrons, Pro- 
fessor Klopp was extremely dissatisfied. 

“Never has Tibidoxs recruited such dimwits! Two months of 


training — und no result! Und you call these elixirs of courage? 
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Even Shurasik, this nice boy” — here Klopp’s voice warmed one- 
hundredth of a degree — “instead of an elixir, has made a sabo- 
taging decoction for growing calluses...!” 

“You haven't tried Tanya’s yet!” Verka Popugaeva chimed in. 

Professor Klopp grimaced indulgently. 

“Come, come now... I’m sure our new addition didn’t suc- 
ceed, seeing as she stirred her cauldron clockwise when I ex- 
pressly stated: ‘Stirring must be done counterclockwise. Und 
then, which of the stink beetle’s legs did she use? I am certain 
they were the front ones, which, of course, are perfectly unsuit- 
able!” he said mockingly, scooping the elixir from her cauldron. 
Tanya tried to argue that she had done everything right, but 
Klopp, without listening, had already sent the contents of his 
spoon into his mouth. It was clear from the expression on his 
face he was preparing to say something extremely sarcastic, but 
then thick smoke suddenly started pouring out of his ears, his 
face turned red, and, jumping up and down, he yelled: 

“What are you all just sitting around for, you lazy slugs!! 
Bring me a mammoth! A hundred mammoths, two hundred! Und 
bring some dragons, too! I'll thrash them with my bare hands! 
Und not just the dragons! I'll give all the Titans a shiner under 
each eye!” 

Klopp shook his thin hands and rushed off somewhere, 
clearly intending to fight the Titans. 


The whole class stared at Tanya in stunned silence. 
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“Looks like he drank too much. Well, guess the Titans are 
gonna wail on him!” Bab-Yagun giggled at last. 

“Hey, how'd you do it? How come your cauldron didn’t boil?” 
Vanka Valyalkin was amazed. 

Tanya smiled shyly. 

“It was no big deal... I just followed the instructions, that’s 
all,”” she mumbled. “Brewing Aunt Ninel’s weight loss tea, now 
that’s a real task. Steam for twenty-three seconds at seventy- 
three degrees while stirring slowly with a thermometer at the 
same time... Be off by even a second — and Aunt Ninel would 
throw a tantrum. I'd love to see how Professor Klopp would’ve 
handled it...” 

After Practical Magic, the hand on the clock, which was the 
same as the clock in the room with the Dark Drapes, pointed first 
to a spoon, then to a great, constantly winking eye. 

“That means it’s time for lunch now, then we have to go to 
Evil Eye Delivery.” Vanka Valyalkin shivered. 

“Who teaches that? Professor Klopp again?” Tanya asked. 

“Nah, not Klopp. That would be Zuboderikha... She’s on our 
side, and on ‘the dark side’ So it’s a joint class. Only she teaches 
‘the dark side’ how to cast evil eyes, and teaches us how to re- 
verse them.” 

If going to Practical Magic meant climbing up a tower, then 
going to Evil Eye Delivery meant going down to the basement 


along a long staircase with soot-covered steps illuminated by 
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magical torches. The tremors of the walls were felt far more in- 
tensely here than in the rest of Tibidoxs. If you listened, you 
could even make out the hoarse breathing of the Titans. Further- 
more, a couple of times Tanya felt like out in the dark corners, 
where the light of the torches didn’t reach, furry creatures 
flashed past and quickly hid. 

Vanka Valyalkin and Bab-Yagun walked alongside Tanya. 
Several times now she had noticed them subtly shoving their 
shoulders, competing to be the one closer to her. Verka Popu- 
gaeva and Dusya Pupsikova did not like that the new girl was en- 
joying such attention, and snorted, turning up their noses. 

“How do unholy spirits get through here?” argued Vanka 
Valyalkin. “There are banning spells everywhere. Vitup placed 
them on every crack, not to mention the corridors.” 

“Unholy spirits will always find a way in. Or dig a new one. 
They’re famous for figuring out where to dig holes and how to 
wriggle their way in. At least it takes more than a week to get 
past the dungeons of Tibidoxs,” said Bab-Yagun. 

Tanya remembered how the unholy spirits had swarmed at 
Uncle German’s place and climbed through the pipes, and agreed 
with Bab-Yagun. But why were there unholy spirits here? What 
did they want? 

The classroom for Evil Eye Delivery was cramped and 
crowded. In addition to the thirty first years from the “bright” 


department, there were thirty first years from the “dark.” 
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“Ugh, what’s Grotter doing here! You see that girl?” 
Morbinya said loudly, turning to the gloomy, low-browed guy 
next to her who looked like a gorilla. 

The “dark” students stared grimly at Tanya. 

“I wonder if she glues on that mole herself? Hey, Gunya, bet 
you're too chicken to touch it,” Morbinya said, trying to rile him 
up. 

The low-browed guy lumbered forward, towering two heads 
above the tallest of the other “dark” students. 

“Who you calling chicken? I’m not chicken. I'll touch it...” he 
said nasally, grinning and hold out a fat finger as he moved. His 
teeth were unclean, a nasty yellow-green hue. Two of his canines 
also protruded significantly. Vanka Valyalkin and Bab-Yagun ad- 
vanced together, standing between the thug and Tanya. 

“Meet Gunya Glomov — our Tibidoxs wonder. He’s fourteen. 
He’s been in grade one for three years now, and the only thing 
he’s learned is how to turn into a stool!” said Bab-Yagun 
brazenly. 

“You looking for a fight, Yagun? Little wise guy! Then here it 
comes.” Gunya Glomov started to take a serious swing at him. 
But then, out of the blue, out jumped Shurasik. 

“I, too, know how to fight!” he squeaked. “Yesterday, I read 
The Young Fighter’s Self-Study Guide, and now I even know how 
to make a fist correctly! Well, then: let me take off my glasses and 


we'll agree on the rules. No hitting the face, no kicking someone 
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when he’s down, no swearing, the fight ends when someone says 
‘olly olly oxen free’...” 

Without listening to the rules, Gunya smirked and punched 
Shurasik in the ear. Shurasik rolled head over heels onto the 
floor. Vanka Valyalkin and Bab-Yagun jumped on Gunya, and all 
three rolled on the floor. 

“It’s a free-for-all!” shouted someone from “the dark side,” 
and everyone rushed forward. 

Before long, the fight had swept up the entire class. The 
“bright side” and the “dark side” acted in concert. Tanya had the 
distinct impression this wasn’t the first time they were all fight- 
ing like this. Even the girls fought. Morbinya Sepulchrova, having 
scrambled up on a desk, led the scuffle. 

Shurasik sat down on the floor and, shaking his head, began 
leafing through a small dark blue notebook. 

“They didn’t let me take off my glasses. Well, I'll show them!” 
he muttered vengefully. “Toptakli-lyagakli!” 

At these words, the galoshes fell from his feet and, kicking 
everyone indiscriminately, rushed into the thick of things. One of 
the galoshes kicked Morbinya, and she flew off the table like a 
swallow. Then the galoshes, having sown panic among the “dark 
side,” went after the “bright.” 

“Shurasik, what are you, nuts? What are you attacking us 
for?” Dusya Pupsikova shouted fearfully. 


“I can’t help it. That was a really broad kick-everything spell. 
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It’s impossible to fine-tune it,” muttered Shurasik, immediately 
rushing on all fours to save himself from the galoshes that were 
now going after him. 

The classroom door suddenly slammed. A short, plump 
woman with bangs over her eyes like a pony not quite walked, 
not quite waddled into the room. She wore thick glasses on her 
nose, and in her hands she held a maliciously giggling logbook. 

“Cheese it! It’s Zuboderikha!” Morbinya hissed and got down 
off the desk, smiling her most innocent smile at the teacher at 
the same time. 

The galoshes, overtaking each other, rushed to attack the 
newcomer, but Zuboderikha fired two red sparks from her ring, 
turning them into melted pieces of rubber. Realizing he was now 
left barefoot, Shurasik sniffed dejectedly. Th fight stopped in- 
stantly, and everyone rushed back to their seats. Tanya noticed 
that Bab-Yagun’s nose was swollen, and Vanka’s lip was cut. 
Meanwhile, Gunya Glomov, sporting a pair of shiners, clearly 
wasn't fit for the cover of any magazine. Then again, he wasn’t fit 
for one even before the fight, unless, of course, it was a special 
magazine for vourdalaks. 

“Wonderful! Wonderful!” the woman said loudly. “Fighting 
again? What was it over this time?” 

“It was over her, over the new girl! She said you were stupid 
and that your lessons are terrible!” Morbinya Sepulchrova 


snitched, pointing her finger at Tanya. 
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Tanya was about to object, but decided she might as well 
save her breath. Zuboderikha turned around and stared at the 
new girl like a hawk through her glasses. It was hard to tell 
whether she believed Morbinya or not. 

“Curious,” she said. “Curious. Now, let’s get started. Don’t 
want to waste a minute... First, as always, a little housekeeping.” 

Zuboderikha threw the logbook into the air, and it marked 
down all those present. Tanya could barely keep up with the 
lightning-fast strokes of the pen. Then the logbook started flying 
from student to student, hovering motionlessly over each of 
their heads for several seconds. 

“It’s checking our homework,” whispered Vanka Valyalkin. 
His voice sounded worried, indicating homework was something 
he struggled with. 

There was probably nothing that could be hidden from the 
logbook. It gave Bab-Yagun a light smack, gave Valyalkin a harder 
smack, gently stroked Dusya Pupsikova’s hair, slipped past 
Morbinya without any interest, and whacked Gunya Glomov on 
the back of the head so hard, his eyes bulged out. Apparently, the 
logbook had had enough of the three time grade one student’s 
stupidity. When it came to Tanya, it lingered above her head for a 
particularly long time, as if in confusion. Tanya was scared it 
would also smack her on the head — after all, she knew abso- 


lutely nothing, and it was her first time in class besides. But the 
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logbook didn’t do that. Instead, the pen quickly scribbled a few 
lines, and the logbook flew into Zuboderikha’s hands. 

She read the record and, so it seemed to Tanya, looked at her 
again with peculiar interest. The girl would have given anything 
to read what was written about her, but the logbook had already 
slammed shut, and, moreover, it was locked with two copper 
clasps. 

“Now, on to practice! Gygli mygli karadygli!” said Zuboderk- 
iha cheerfully, and, boldly removing her thick-lensed glasses, she 
glared severely at the class. 

A third of the students immediately fell on the floor with a 
terrible sharp pain in their stomachs; others, including Tanya, 
turned green like frogs and swelled up, and the rest began to hic- 
cup with such terrifying frequency, their heads only had time to 
bob up and down. 

“Excellent,” Zuboderikha nodded. “As you can see, I used 
simple but effective evil eyes, which you will have to face in life, 
so what better time than now to look for a way to overcome 
them... In the meantime, I shall be reading Horace in the origi- 
nal... I wasn’t able to get a moment’s rest last night. Vitup posted 
the cyclopes in the dungeons, and they stomp about something 
awful...” 

And so, taking out a small book, Zuboderikha delved into her 
reading. 


Trying not to look at her nightmarish green, itchy hands, 
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Tanya looked around the room instead. Bab-Yagun, clutching his 
stomach, hastily whispered incomprehensible words. Shurasik, 
bouncing up and down from hiccups, unsuccessfully leafed 
through his notebook. Morbinya Sepulchrova, as green as Tanya, 
released one red spark after another from her ring. This, how- 
ever, did nothing to change the color of Morbinya herself. 

At the end of the hour, Zuboderikha reluctantly laid down 
her book, placed a dried bat wing in it, and slammed it shut. 

“Well, how are we doing? Oh, not well, I see... Bad, darlings, 
this is bad. You there,” Zuboderikha pointed to those who were 
rolling on the floor with sharp stomach pains, “should have said: 
Shtushus korotyshus. Did that help? We have to think for our- 
selves! You, who turned green, should have said: Kyzyutbam- 
plshumu. And you, with the hiccups, only had to stand on your 
heads and shout out loud: Febrytb! I am sure you'll remember 
this in the future. See you in three days... I’m sure, Shurasik, you 
won't use a freezing spell against the hiccups ever again... See 
what that led to? Someone bring this block of ice to the magsick 


bay. I shall ask Yagge to unfreeze him.” 


oe 

e 
“Poor Shurasik!” said Tanya, watching as Bab-Yagun, Vanka, and 
two other boys from “the bright side” dragged the block of ice to 
the magsick bay. That, not “sick bay,” was exactly what was writ- 


ten on the sign. 
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“He’s not only poor, he’s also incredibly heavy,” puffed the 
skinny Valyalkin. “Do you know how Shurasik ended up at 
Tibidoxs? He studied hard in school, always earning fives — 
truly a pathological overachiever — until one teacher gave him a 
two. And all over something stupid, like he brought in the wrong 
notebook, or he didn’t hear a question. Shurasik was so shaken 
by getting the first two in his life that his journal suddenly burst 
into flames and his teacher immediately sprouted seventeen 
toadstools on her head... By the way, she still has them to this 
day. Neither Meduziya nor Sardanapal were able to get rid of 
them. She plucks off one toadstool and a new one pops up.” 

“Serves her right: now she'll know better than to give out 
twos just like that,” said Tanya. 

Before they knew it, they had reached the magsick bay while 
chatting. 

“Now you'll get to meet my gram. She’s in charge here,” Bab- 
Yagun said proudly. “Just one thing: remember to call her Yagge. 
Do not call her Yaga; she really doesn’t like that. And no, her leg 
isn’t a bone.” 

A wizened old woman, dressed like a Romani with a red 
scarf on her head and a colorful shawl wrapped around her 
shoulders, sat on a three-legged stool in the little, partitioned-off 
magsick bay. She was smoking a cherry pipe and breathing out 
fragrant puffs of smoke that formed into fantastical animals. 


“Well, grandson, what have you and your friends done 
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now...? Vitup ran here to see me today. He was so boiling mad, 
his brains were almost cooked.” She turned to Bab-Yagun and 
narrowed her eyes shrewdly. 

“Us? We haven't done anything, honest...” Bab-Yagun said, 
getting embarrassed. Both his fat cheeks went as red as apples. 

Yagge shook a wizened finger at her grandson: 

“See here, Yagun: don’t make Vitup angry! He’s a dangerous 
mage. The last time he got that upset was when you released the 
dragons... Well, what was it this time? Did you use that passage 
again? I don’t know what made me blab about it to you!” 

“As it happens...” Bab-Yagun got embarrassed again. “Why 
did Vitup come here? Just to curse you out?” 

“Of course not. He’s spending all day down in the dungeons 
making the assistant shamans brick up the Hidden Basement. 
One of them got his hand crushed by a stone, and Vitup brought 
him in for treatment...” 

“Speaking of treatment... We’ve brought someone to see 
you,” Bab-Yagun suddenly remembered. 

Yagge stared at the frozen Shurasik: 

“Oh, yes, I see. This is the work of a very good freezing spell, 
no doubt cast at close range. All right, load him onto the exami- 
nation table, but spread out a tarp first. Once I defrost him, 
there'll be water everywhere... Now you kids scram out of here! 
There’s no need for you to all be standing around — what, 


you've never seen someone chilled to the bone before?” 
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Tanya was heading toward the door with the others when 
the sharp-eyed old woman noticed her, and, taking firm hold of 
her sleeve, looked into her face. 

“Sweet mother! You’re Tanya, Tanya Grotter... I knew 
Leopold; what a fine man he was, and an excellent mage. I still 
can’t believe that he’s... that he’s gone now,” Yagge sobbed, 
though that did not stop her from pushing along the lingering 
Vanka Valyalkin. “Know this, girl: Chuma-del-Tort, whom all 
these cowards call The Nothing One, was terrified only of your 
father, and perhaps Sardanapal, too... That is why she attacked 
him, fearing he had already completed his experiments... Yes, 
she killed your father, but she never achieved her true goal...” 
Yagge sobbed again. “But when I think of what’s about to...” 

“Gram!” Bab-Yagun whispered warningly. 

The old woman caught herself and clapped a wizened hand 
over her mouth. “Oh! Forget I said anything!” 

Soon after that, Yagge escorted Tanya and Bab-Yagun out of 
the magsick bay, then took care of Shurasik. 

All the way back to their rooms, Tanya tried to persuade 
Bab-Yagun to tell her the truth, but he only blushed awkwardly 
and muttered: 

“Tcan't, I gave my word... If not for my word...” 

“Your word to whom?” Tanya asked. “Sardanapal?” But Bab- 
Yagun wouldn't give her a clear answer; he only frowned. This 


made Tanya get terribly annoyed with him. What was wrong 
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with everyone in Tibidoxs, had they all lost their minds? They 
acted like they were in The Secrets of the Madrid Court, making 
an intrigue out of everything. She couldn’t even make sense of 
the way they looked at her: not like she was a savior, but not like 
she was a leper either. 

“Why did you release the dragons?” she asked Bab-Yagun, 
hoping to annoy him right back. 

“Oh, no big reason. They just seemed like they were all 


cooped up to me,” he muttered reluctantly. 


e 
In the evening, when Tanya was trying to prepare for the next 
day’s lesson in Unholy Spirit Studies, so as not to fall flat on her 
face in front of Meduziya Gorgonova, whom Vanka Valyalkin had 
said was terribly strict, The Bright Mage’s Companion, which lay 
before her, suddenly rocketed up into the air and, at a monstrous 
speed, began whirling around above her desk. 

Morbinya Sepulchrova gleefully sprang up on her bed, wav- 
ing aside the tube of cream she was smearing on her nose and 
cheeks. 

“Sweet! You forgot to return that book to the library, and 
now it’s overdue! Abdullah’s gonna curse you!” she shouted. 

Catching the escaping, struggling book with difficulty, Tanya 


ran out into the drawing room and only then realized she didn’t 
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know where the library was. Asking Morbinya would be useless, 
so she ran to Vanka Valyalkin’s room instead. 

Sitting at his desk, his sharp, thin elbows sticking out, Vanka 
was eagerly devouring the cutlets and cucumbers that appeared 
in the center of a little piece of cloth with ragged corners. Notic- 
ing Tanya, Vanka jumped up, embarrassed, chewing on a cutlet. 
At that moment, it was especially striking how ridiculous he 
looked, with his sharp shoulders and hair sticking out, but with 
surprisingly kind and simultaneously mischievous eyes. Even his 
T-shirt was distinct — yellow, long, torn in two places, and obvi- 
ously brought with him from the lopukhoid realm. 

“It’s a magic tablecloth... I cut it off with some scissors in the 
dinning room... I always want something to eat. But you can’t tell 
anyone... Anyway, the edge of the tablecloth turned out to be 
pretty crappy: except for cucumbers and cutlets — zilch...” he 
confessed awkwardly, hiding the tablecloth under his pillow. 
“Hey, what’s with you?” he asked, surprised, having just noticed 
the fright on Tanya’s face. 

Tanya waved the struggling Companion. 

“I forgot to return this! To the jinni!” 

“Give me that...” Vanka Valyalkin snatched the book from her 
and, opening it to the first page, looked at the formidable seal. All 
the previous inscriptions disappeared, and in their place ap- 


peared one very brief message: 
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“YOU WERE WARNED...” The black, cuttlefish-like letters 
faded away. 

“You’re in for it now! Come on!” Vanka shouted, and, thrust- 
ing the book under his arm, raced down the hall. Tanya could 
barely keep up with him. Magic torches, paintings flashed by as 
they wove through the bizarre maze of corridors. 

“Lord help us!” creaked the voice of Great-Grandpa Feofil 
from the magic ring on Tanya’s finger. “Bear in mind, I can’t undo 
such powerful magic! Run faster! Chop-chop! Where are you 
turning? It’s the other way!” 

“Pipe down!” Vanka snapped at the ring. “I know where the 
library is better than you do!” 

“And I'll thank strangers not to butt in! I happen to know all 
sorts of things about this place!” Though the ring was offended, 
it thought it best to stop talking, especially since Tanya and 
Vanka had just run into the library. 

The library was located at the base of the Great Tower, 
where it occupied several enormous halls in addition to an end- 
less number of basements. 

And the books, what books were there! Some were on 
chains. Others, like armadillos, crawled along the floor. Still oth- 
ers fluttered in swift-moving flocks up and down the ceiling. 
Jumping up and down, two thick, leather-bound dictionaries, 
clearly “dark,” tore a plaintively squeaking magazine into pieces. 


The appearance of the children frightened off the dictionaries, 
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and they hastily scurried off under the shelves. The miraculously 
rescued magazine sprang into Tanya’s hands. On its cover it bore 
the inscription: “Gossip and Mumbo Jumbo N2 10.” 

Picking up one of the torn pages, she casually perused it — 
and felt like an antique chandelier, swaying on its chain, had 
clubbed her on the back of the head. “What will Tanya Grotter do 
to Tibidoxs? Will she not commit that terrible act indicated in the 
prophecy of Drevnir? It is known that The Nothing One pursued 
the girl soon after her birth, but now that...” 

Tanya wanted to keep reading, but that was all there was — 
the dictionaries had eaten away the rest. 

Just then, someone coughed hoarsely behind her. Tanya 
whipped around and... saw a jinni. It was impossible to mistake 
him for anything else. Abdullah looked like a dense patch of fog. 
He had seven warts on his cheeks, and on his forehead sat an 
enormous turban. His face itself was white and flat as a pancake. 
Features suddenly started to appear on it — first an eye, then a 
mouth... 

Without acknowledging either Tanya or Vanka Valyalkin, the 
jinni murmured something quickly, holding out his palms like la- 
dles. Several agonizing seconds passed before Tanya guessed 
what the jinni was doing: casting an irrevocable curse of damna- 
tion. 

“Wait!” she screamed. “We brought the book back!” 


The jinni eagerly grabbed the Companion and flipped 
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through it unbelievably fast. Tanya was sure not a torn page, not 
even a pencil mark would escape his notice. 

“Oh, you are the luckiest of fools! Everything is in order!” 
said Abdullah, grimacing as if from a toothache. “How fortunate 
for you I hadn’t time to finish the wonderful curse I invented 
specially for just this occasion... But tremble: for next time I shall 
be relentless and... succinct.” 

Carefully clutching the book to his amorphous chest, the 
jinni languidly floated off between the shelves, muttering to him- 
self: “O, this is the most annoying of all the annoying things to 
happen today! The day has passed, and I never got to curse any- 
one.” 

“He’s not afraid to leave us here alone?” Tanya asked, sur- 
prised. 

Vanka sniffed expressively. His nose, though not so striking 
as Bab-Yagun’s, sniffed no more quietly. 

“Once, one of the dark side students tried to steal The War- 
lock’s Guide to Falling in Love. He wanted to make Morbinya fall 
for him, I guess, but the book was in the restricted section. Any- 
way, he waited until the time was right and snuck in unnoticed 
one night to get it. Long story short, no one really knows what 
happened to him... They say Meduziya and Sardanapal barely got 
him out, and though they gave the jinni an earful, he still hasn’t 
changed his ways. You'll see him around, that guy: he’s got really 


long hair, and he shudders all the time... Hey, where are you go- 
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ing?” Vanka shouted suddenly, noticing Tanya heading into the 
stacks. 

“There’s something here I want to find... Drevnir’s prophecy. 
What do you know about Drevnir?” Tanya asked when Vanka 
caught up to her and they started walking quickly among the 
racks, looking at the thousands of fantastical book spines. 

“Drevnir? Well, he was, like, the greatest magician. Tibidoxs 
stands on his hair. We covered him in History of Magic,” said 
Vanka, not too confidently. 

“And everyone believes his prophecies? Has he ever been 
wrong?” 

“Never... After all, he’s the one who invented all this — all 
magic. Gathered it bit by bit from the early times: something 
from the Titans, something from the unholy spirits, something 
from the pagan gods. He immediately sorted out the most harm- 
ful spells and forbade anyone from using them. Only there are 
those who still do — you know, dark mages. And he founded 
Tibidoxs, too. All the mages who’ve come after Drevnir — they’re 
his students, or the students of his students.” 

“And what, we're all difficult?” Tanya wanted to know, recall- 
ing the name of the school. “Even Sardanapal?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe. Though it is hard to imagine: Sardana- 
pal — suddenly a difficult kid,” Vanka admitted honestly. “But in 
general, how someone turns out all depends on the person. It 


happens that mages from the dark side sometimes cross over to 
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the bright side. Being a dark sider just wasn’t for them. But that 
rarely ever happens. More often it’s the opposite. Someone from 
the bright side starts letting themself indulge: first one dark 
spell, then another, and by the third one they’ve cast — they’re 
sucked in... Well, at least here in Tibidoxs there’s this rule: a dark 
teacher can’t teach dark magic to bright students, and vice versa, 
dark students are never taught any of the protective secrets of 
bright magic.” 

Finding a shelf full of ancient books and leafing through a 
hundred squeaking, grunting, hot, or icy cold volumes, Tanya be- 
came depressed. Was it really possible for her to find what she 
was looking for here? And then the young kikimora on one of the 
covers suddenly came to life and sprayed the girl’s face with 
musty slime. “Geep out, you dumb gow! Go stig your nose in an- 
other boog!” she squeaked. Tanya flicked the kikimora on the 
nose and put the book back on the shelf. 

“No, we'll never find it here...” she said, devastated, but then 
immediately perked up when the next book she pulled out of the 
cabinet was called: The Hopeless Lazybones Whisperer. 

A small hole had been cut in the cover, the inscription above 
which read: “Whisper a question — get an answer.” 

“How do you find what you can’t find?” Tanya whispered. 

“Say: Kyasis grasis otyskatis — then name the desired item!” 
shouted The Whisperer in a very loud and squeaky voice. 


“What a piece of crap!” said Vanka indignantly. “I knew there 
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had to be a catch to it. Picture bringing that to class for a test, 
whispering a question to it, and it telling you the answer so 
loudly, it wakes the dead...” 

“Let’s try out what it said! Kyasis grasis otyskatis! Drevnir’s 
prophecy!” 

Shaking her ring, Tanya released a green spark. 

An agonizing minute passed, then another — nothing hap- 
pened. Concluding that she must have stressed the wrong sylla- 
bles, Tanya decided to give it another go, but then they heard a 
rustling sound from over by the spiral staircase leading from the 
basements. Down the steps rolled a scroll tied up with a red rib- 
bon. Finding itself at Tanya’s feet, the scroll shot into the air and 
unfurled before her eyes. 

“I, Drevnir the First and Last, founder of Tibidoxs, pull 


back the curtain of things to come... 


While riding my carpet on high 
Did visions swarm before my eye: 
Silence rent by a crying child — 
A girl born in the taiga wild — 
Rasping laughter that dements — 


To the babe flies Chuma with dark intents. 


A fiery eye burns with flames of anger — 


The double bass saves the girl from danger. 
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No room on this earth for cowardice — 
Two loving hearts ablaze in darkness. 
The parents’ death a vow atones — 


Ten cloudless years are now bestowed. 


The Nothing One flees in bitter anguish — 
Death lies crushed in a child’s small fist. 
Dark forces spin a firestorm, and 
The magic sword steal without warning. 
The sword will dazzle, my voice will blare, 


And cut will fall the magic hair. 


The treachery of immortals cannot be guessed — 
The one who betrays, no one will suspect. 
Chaos will make good the ancient vow it swore, 
And from her tomb will rise The Nothing One once more... 
In that moment will a weird battle commence — 


And closed be the eyes of death most worthy thence. 


In the finale waits all a strange paradox: 


Tatiana Grotter will destroy Tibidoxs.” 


Tanya felt as if a cold, invisible hand had reached into her 
chest and squeezed her heart. So that was why Vitup had or- 


dered the basements be bricked up, and why he had stationed 
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cyclopes everywhere. He feared the fulfillment of the prophecy 
was at hand and was trying with all his might to protect the hair. 

Suddenly, the jinni Abdullah appeared nearby. Giving Tanya 
a withering look, he hissed something, seized the scroll, and dis- 
appeared with it. A moment later, a powerful spell picked Tanya 
and Vanka up and threw them unceremoniously out of the li- 
brary. 

“Did you read it?” she asked Vanka in a strangled voice when 
the spell had finally stopped tumbling him down the corridor. 

As he brushed himself off, Vanka gave her a confused look. 
“Actually, the scroll looked blank to me. The whole time I kept 


wondering, What is she staring at?” 
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Chapter 10 
VETERINARY MAGIC 


he first lesson the next day was Unholy Spirit Studies. 

Meduziya Gorgonova entered the classroom, nodded 

dryly at everyone, and went to her desk. Two stalwart 
guards, both reformed shamans, wheeled in a cage in which a 
small, nasty creature overgrown with coarse fur, with yellow 
horns and an unpleasant, rat-like tail, was raging mad. 

Tanya shuddered. Just from seeing those horns — one long, 
the other small and crooked — she knew exactly who it was. It 
had to be Agukh! 

“Before you is a typical specimen of an unholy spirit — a 
scum of the marsh,” Meduziya said in her teacher voice, pulling a 
pointer out of thin air “An unpleasant, unclean creature that 
feeds off the energy of those it makes suffer. Possesses basic 
speech skills and weak telepathic abilities. Some unscrupulous 
mages use scums as messengers or as criminal accomplices... I 


caught this one in my study today. He had gone poking his nose 
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into my papers, not realizing that I lock my drawers not only 
with a key.” 

As she was explaining all this, Meduziya had inadvertently 
stuck the pointer through the bars of the cage. Agukh instantly 
snapped his teeth and gnawed it in half. 

“I haaate you! I haaate you, Gorgonova and little Tanya Grot- 
ter! Soon blood will spill! Lots of blood! I will gut you!” shouted 
the scum. 

Meduziya disdainfully removed what was left of the pointer 
from the cage and threw it into the trash bin. 

“You can see for yourselves what sort of character he is,” she 
continued as if nothing had happened. “Fortunately, scums of the 
marsh are very afraid of certain spells. They are especially terri- 
fied of this one: Motis-botis-obormotis.” 

Agukh, as if doused with cold water, ceased screaming 
threats and hid in a corner of the cage. 

“Eek! No need to say those hawrrible words to me!” he 
squealed in panic. “I'll be good! I won't saw hawff anyone’s 
heads! I'll plant flowers and be a good little scum!” 

“Splendid,” said Meduziya. “Now run along.” 

She opened the cage and allowed Agukh to get out. The chil- 
dren exchanged surprised looks. Did Meduziya really believe 
him? Meanwhile, the scum of the marsh looked around with a 
haunted expression, but after a second, his little eyes lit up with 


hatred. 


«Kk 260 «K 


“Tll kill you! I'll rip out your guts! Everyone tremble!” he 
howled before rushing at Meduziya. 

“Iskris frontis!” Docent Gorgonova uttered quietly but clearly. 

A green spark escaping from her ring struck the scum of the 
marsh in the chest and threw him back into the cage. The door 
slammed shut. Meduziya blew on her ring. 

“Another lesson. Iskris frontis, as you know, is the main de- 
fense spell of bright magic. We call it the attack spark spell. I sin- 
cerely recommend dark mages not use it. It can easily backfire 
on them. Any questions? Then take him away!” 

The two guards grabbed the cage and carried it out of the 
classroom. 

“Remember well what you just saw. I strongly advise you do 
so,” said Meduziya, especially emphasizing the word “strongly.” 
At the same time, she looked significantly at Tanya, as if what she 


had said and shown had mainly been for her. 


e 
After Unholy Spirit Studies, everyone went to lunch, which was 
usually held in the Hall of Two Forces — the only room in 
Tibidoxs that could accommodate several hundred people at 
once. The dark department of Tibidoxs gathered on their own 
side, the bright department on theirs. The instructors, both 
bright mages and dark, descended from above along the at- 


lantean stairs, each joining his or her department below. Aca- 
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demician Chernomorov, Meduziya, and Yagge sat with the stu- 
dents on the bright side while Zuboderikha, Professor Klopp, 
and the magic aerobatics coach, Solovey O. Razboynik, sat with 
those on the dark. The deputy headmaster, Vitup Vituperych, 
like a universal mage using both bright and dark spells, walked 
back and forth without fear of the flames. 

The ancient oak tables, still covered with miscellaneous 
scratches and inscriptions from over the centuries, some of 
which were very funny, were otherwise completely bare. While 
Tanya was trying to imagine how they would spread all the ta- 
bles in time, Sardanapal went out to the middle of the hall and 
opened the wooden chest that was in his hands. 

“Two from the chest, at my behest, hurry and feed us before 
there’s unrest!” shouted Sardanapal. 

The lid of the chest opened instantly and two tornadoes 
came hurtling fast and furious out of it. Squinting, Tanya saw 
that they were two ruddy, broad-shouldered waiters in red 
shirts moving with incredible speed. In just a few seconds, magic 
tablecloths were spread out on all the tables, and on them 
sprang up korovai, kalachi, kringles, pelmeni, vareniki, pies, va- 
trushki, walnut babas, pampushki, cupcakes, blini with salmon, 
and roe. All this was in such quantity that it could satisfy any ap- 
petite. Seeing how Bab-Yagun and Vanka Valyalkin pounced on 
the food as if nothing had happened, Tanya followed their lead. 


After Aunt Ninel’s coagulated vermicelli and stewed radishes, 
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she felt like she could polish off the entire table by herself. But 
that would have been impossible, for the more they took, the 
more appeared. Less than twenty minutes had passed and Tanya 
already felt like she’d simply burst if she took one more bite. 
Bab-Yagun, who'd also had a chance to stuff himself, batted his 
droopy eyes. Vanka Valyalkin was the only one still up for having 
more, but he was a special case... 

Sardanapal clapped his hands: 

“Thank you, two from the chest! That will do for now!” 

The red shirted waiters bowed at the waist and dived back 
into the chest. Before the lid slammed shut, Gunya Glomov and 
his friend Jura Idiotsyudov quickly tossed in a few bones. They 
thought this would go unnoticed and that they’d pull one over on 
Sardanapal, but in that same second the waiters again came 
hurtling out of the chest at lightning speed. While one squeezed 
Glomov and his friend’s noses, the other dumped half a jar of 
prepared horseradish into their forced-open mouths. 

With loud howls, tears streaming from their eyes, almost 
breathing out flames, Glomov and Idiotsyudov jumped up and 
rushed out the door as the waiters, extremely pleased with 
themselves, dived back into the chest again. 

Sardanapal smiled to himself, pretending not to have noticed 
a thing. 

“Have you all eaten? Now back to class!” he commanded. 


“All right! Now for my favorite subject — veterinary magic!” 


4? 2634? 


Vanka Valyalkin said happily, dragging his pals, who had grown 
heavy from filling their stomachs, off the benches. 

“Oh, yeah! Giving harpies dental exams — that’s always been 
a dream of mine. Long fingers, short fingers — why bother wor- 
rying about silly little things like that?” snorted Morbinya Sepul- 
chrova as she passed by. 

“She'll never get over what happened in class a while back,” 
explained Vanka. “There’s nothing to it: you just need to get the 
creature to trust you, to convince them you don’t want to hurt 
them; you want to help them. Thwak, our teacher, is great at 
that...” 

Thwak really was great at it, so great that Tanya completely 
caught Vanka Valyalkin’s enthusiasm. True, she hadn't really 
taken to Thwak initially — she was actually terrified at the start 
when into the great hall with grill-covered windows, heavy with 
the strong smell of dragon droppings, rolled a large barrel, 
pushed along from behind by someone who shouted from the 
doorway: “Watch out or you'll get knocked over!” 

Rolling it into the middle of the classroom, the owner of the 
booming voice brought the barrel to an upright position with a 
mighty huff and came out from behind it. Tanya stared at him in 
amazement. Thwak was bow-legged and vertically challenged, 
but so broad-shouldered, he seemed wider than he was tall. His 
hair was long, never combed, his eyes black as two olives, and 


his lower jaw seemed enormous. 


KK 264K 


“Welcome, new girl!” Thwak said happily, waving his hand at 
her in greeting. “Today’s class is on rusalka treatment. These 
poor devils are tormented by fish lice, which means they’re all 
cranky something fierce. So, when I open the barrel, don’t get too 
close. They’re reasonable, only not quite. We must be careful! 
And do not let the rusalka tickle you, or else she will tickle you to 
death! Is that clear?” 

“Clear!” Vanka answered for everyone. 

“All right then! Off we go!” 

Thwak forcefully yanked the lid off the barrel, and immedi- 
ately a pale girl with loose green hair stuck out her head. 

“Ick, she reeks of fish! ’m gonna heave!” Morbinya said with 
disgust, pinching her nose. 

The rusalka laughed unpleasantly and, splashing her tail, 
neatly sprayed Morbinya with water from the barrel. Moreover, 
Rita Sub Rosa, one of Morbinya’s friends who happened to be 
looming nearby, also got sprayed. 

“Aahhh! What did she do!” Morbinya yelled, recoiling into 
the far corner of the hall. 

“Nothing to worry about; dry yourself off! Perhaps if you 
were nicer to her? She’s like a Venus among us, and what do you 
say: she reeks of fish!” said Thwak. 

As soon as the rusalka heard the compliment, she stopped 
splashing her tail in the water and started to preen herself, gig- 


gling in embarrassment while fixing her hair. 
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Thwak demonstrated how to prepare a solution for killing 
fish lice out of spruce cones, dandelion root, and poisonous but- 
tercup flowers, and deftly cleaned the rusalka’s tail with it. 

“See that?” he said. “Now it’s your turn. Who haven't I called 
on in a while? Pupsikova!” 

Reluctantly dragging herself up to the board, Dusya tried to 
copy Thwak, but the rusalka suddenly grabbed her hand and 
started tickling her, so much so Dusya’s eyes rolled back in her 
head. 

“There, there, collect yourself!” Thwak ordered, sending 
Dusya back to her place. “That happened because you grabbed 
her fin! Don’t touch rusalki on their fins; they don’t like it! But 
you can touch their scales as much you want! Who’s next?” 

The lesson flew by uneventfully. For Tanya, at any rate. Many 
of the students from the dark side on the other hand, and some 
from the bright side, too, she felt, had not liked it that much. 

“Well, that’s all! I trust everything about rusalki is clear to 
you now,’ Thwak said, glancing at his watch. “For our next les- 
son, I ask that you all come with helmets on. We'll be changing 
Pegasus’s horseshoes, and he, the scamp, has a mean kick with 
his hind left leg...” 

The children began to disperse. Tanya, together with Vanka, 
went up to Thwak, who was pushing the rusalka back into the 
barrel. 


“Oof, give me a hand, kids! We'll have to let her out in the 
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pond!” he puffed, trying to close the lid on the raucously laugh- 
ing rusalka. Finally he succeeded, and, deftly jumping up, sat 
down on the barrel. 

“Thwak, this is Tanya Grotter!” Vanka Valyalkin said. 

“Mmm, I thought so! No confusing you for someone else,” he 
nodded. 

Realizing he was referring to her mole, Tanya wanted to take 
offense, but for some reason she couldn't. It was impossible to 
hold a grudge against Thwak — he was so merry and likable. 

“I suppose you want to know why I look so strange?” contin- 
ued the veterinary magic instructor. “This heavy jaw, for 
starters? I am not, as a matter of fact, in any way a mage — not 
bright, not dark. But I’m also not a lopukhoid. I am a pithecan- 
thropus.” 

“You mean an ape-man? But they lived an awful long time 
ago!” 

Thwak smiled. His teeth were very large and powerful, al- 
though uneven. 

“See what they leave out of history books... Well, one day we 
took down some sort of creature, and it turned out to be a white 
dragon — very rare. Even among dragons they’re one in a mil- 
lion. Or so I found out later, after a few thousand years. But 
then? Then all I wanted to do was gobble him up... As for the 
others who ate the dragon with me, they, to put it in a nutshell, 


weren't so lucky. First they swelled up like balloons, and then — 


299 267 4? 


bang! Good thing ape-men generally aren't the nervous sort, oth- 
erwise some would surely have fainted... I learned afterward 
that white dragons should never be eaten. Only a scrap of them 
near the tail is edible, which is what gave me my immortality. 
And so I toiled until finally Sardanapal picked me up and taught 
me how to care for magical creatures. I’ve taken a strong liking 
to it.” 

Suddenly, Thwak, as if remembering something, darkened. 

“One more thing, kids. Don’t go poking around the base- 
ments, and tell the others so they won't go snooping there ei- 
ther” 

“Are you talking about the Hidden Basement, where the hair 
is?” asked Vanka. 

Thwak shook his head. 

“No... You can’t go there anyway; all the passages are sealed 
off. ’'m talking about the lower basements, where the Gates of 
Horror are... They’ve begun to tremble lately, as if someone were 
trying to break through from the other side. I told Sardanapal 
and he said: he said not to worry. But I know the Gates of Horror 
are no joke! Well, I’m off...” Thwak energetically turned over the 
barrel and rolled it out of the room. The rusalka inside was 
screaming with laughter: she seemed to enjoy somersaults. 

On their way back from class, Vanka and Tanya discussed 
what they had just heard. 


“Just what are the Gates of Horror?” asked Tanya. 
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“They're humongous copper gates. Behind them are the 
dungeons... Well, where the spirits of chaos and the ancient gods 
are sealed away. If they ever broke loose, we’d be in for a real 
nightmare. Everything would get turned upside-down, and as for 
the blood spilled — there'd be rivers of it. But don’t worry: the 
Gates of Horror will never open. The cyclopes stand guard over 
them, and Sardanapal always keeps a close eye on them, too.” 

“But supposing someone managed to open them anyway?” 
asked Tanya. 

“I'm telling you, that’s impossible!” repeated Vanka. “Be- 
sides, there’s still the hair! As a matter of fact, the hair’s what’s 
really keeping everything chained up, and the Gates are just an 
added precaution. If something happened to the hair, the Gates 
would be the only thing left to save us from chaos. Shh, did you 
hear that? Someone’s coming!” 

Footsteps shuffled around a bend in the corridor. 

“Tll teach you to shoot at the ceremonial portrait of Drevnir! 
You'll find out whom you're dealing with, butterball!” rang out a 
rasping voice. Stomping down the corridor, dragging a kicking 
and screaming little cupid by the ear, came Vitup Vituperych. 

Having almost run into Tanya and Vanka Valyalkin, the 
deputy headmaster cast a withering look at them and let go of 
the little cupid, whose bow he had previously broken. Picking 
the fragments up off the floor, the tyke started bawling and took 


off, flapping his small white wings and rubbing a cauliflower ear. 
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“Tll show you! You'll find out what happens to those who 
break bows!” he threatened Vitup. And with that, adjusting his 
red suspenders, he ducked out the window. 

“I wonder what Vitup was doing here? Didn't he come to ad- 
mire the portrait of Drevnir?” Tanya was surprised to find the 
deputy headmaster had disappeared. 

“Course not. He was probably on the Disappearing Floor 
and came down here on his way back,” suggested Vanka. 

“On the Disappearing Floor?” Tanya asked. Vanka chuckled 
mysteriously. 

“It’s one of the mysteries of Tibidoxs. All day it’s a floor like 
any other floor, and then suddenly it disappears to who knows 
where. It’s there one minute — then gone the next. The staircase 
ends and then there’s just white fog and nothingness. Can you 
imagine it? Then, after a while, the Floor reappears, and every- 
thing seems to be in its place: statues, paintings — but if some- 
one was there, even if they were a mage, then that’s it. Those 
who disappear along with the Floor are never seen or heard 
from again.” 

“What about Sardanapal? Can’t he bring them back him- 
self?” Tanya was stunned. For some reason, she’d been under the 
impression that Sardanapal was all-powerful. Was that not why 
everyone said of him he was the greatest mage since Drevnir? 

Vanka shook his head: 

“Not Sardanapal, not Meduziya, not anybody... They say 


«Kk 270 «HK 


there’s some special kind of magic there. Not even magic, but 
something else altogether that defies understanding. All they 
could do was block the Floor off with a spell such that not a sin- 
gle student could get there... Still, there was that time two slack- 
ers in level three made their way there... Of course, that was at 
least ten years ago.” 

“And?” 

“And nothing. No one’s seen them since then, although there 
are all sorts of rumors, especially among the ghosts...” 

Tanya shivered. 

“And Vitup’s not afraid to go there?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe he knows exactly when the Floor is go- 
ing to disappear next, or maybe he’s hiding something there... 
There’s just no way of telling with Vitup. Like, sometimes he uses 
dark magic, sometimes he uses bright. He knows all of Tibidoxs 
like the back of his hand, and he wanders the basements at night. 
He’s a slippery character... And those great big eyes of his — 
they drill right through you,” said Vanka with a shudder. 

Remembering Vitup’s icy glare, which had literally frozen 
her the first time they met, Tanya could not help but agree with 
him. 

e 
That night, when the clock hanging in the drawing room, shaking 


with indignation, insistently pointed its hand at the pillow and 
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made unpleasant squeaking noises, Shurasik suddenly walked 
out into the middle of the room and in a trembling voice asked 
everyone to not go. 

“Oh boy! Show’s about to start!” Morbinya snorted. “I bet 
he’s gonna give us a three-hour lecture ‘on the benefits of wash- 
ing your feet before bed’ Or on ‘the theory and practice of brush- 
ing your teeth in light of the latest discoveries of magical 
medicine.” 

“Or he’s arranged to give me a sound tongue-lashing over 
that business with the boots,” Vanka chimed in. 

Red spots flared up on Shurasik’s pale cheeks. 

“Quiet please, quiet everyone... Stop talking!” he exclaimed 
pleadingly. “That isn’t what I want to do at all! I want to apolo- 
gize. Apologize to all of you — bright siders and dark.” 

“Apologize for what? What else have you done?” Bab-Yagun 
tensed. “I hope you didn’t do anything to my vacuum cleaner?” 

But Shurasik did not even hear him. 

“I want to apologize for myself, for how I am who Jam... I... 
It pains me deeply that things have turned out the way they 
have. I will definitely try to correct myself and not be such a... 
such a boring, arrogant know-it-all anymore,” he spat out with 
some effort. 

Bab-Yagun’s jaw dropped: it blew his mind that Shurasik 


would say that about himself! 
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“So Shurasik’s a good sport after all! There’s no way I could 
ever do that, and I’m no prize myself!” he whispered to Tanya. 

In the meantime, Shurasik had produced from somewhere a 
large box full of bright red cardboard hearts. 

“Here...” he said self-consciously. “These are gifts I made. If 
anyone thinks they can be friends with me and accept me as I 
am, then they may take a heart and wear it on their chest... If 
not, then no need to bother. I shall just know that you don’t like 
me and... and... that you don’t want to know me.” 

Looking down, he muttered a spell of some kind, and imme- 
diately the hearts began jumping out of the box and flying one by 
one into the hands of everyone in the drawing room. Tanya 
closely examined her heart. It bore the letters “DD,” hand-ar- 
ranged with rare craftsmanship from the tiniest of pebbles. It 
was awful even to imagine how long it must have taken Shurasik 
to make a whole box of them! 

“What does ‘DD’ stand for? ‘Desperately Dorky’? ‘Dud on De- 
livery’?” asked Morbinya, who, it seemed, had not been im- 
pressed by Shurasik’s speech. But then apparently Morbinya 
was never moved by anything. Except being told she was drop 
dead gorgeous, that is. 

“DD — ‘Dearly Devoted’!” Shurasik exclaimed, virtually in 
tears. “That means those who wear this heart of friendship won't 


laugh at me or do anything to hurt my feelings! After all, am I to 
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blame for being the way I am? For never feeling like I have 
enough homework?” 

“Of course you're not to blame,” Vanka reassured him, be- 
coming the first to pin his badge to his shirt. 

After him, Bab-Yagun, Rita Sub Rosa, Dusya Pupsikova, and 
all the others did the same. Tanya sighed and followed suit. True, 
she felt wearing a red heart with the inscription “DD” on her 
chest was painfully ridiculous. But on the other hand, if she 
didn’t pin it on, she’d gravely wound Shurasik’s feelings. After all: 
the poor wretch had gone several nights without sleep, all to cut 
and paste these badges! 

I'll wear it for two days, and then I'll lose it the first chance I 
get, she thought. 

Of all those who were in the drawing room, only Morbinya 
and Gunya Glomov did not wear their hearts, though they had no 
intention of giving them back to Shurasik either. 

“T think I'll pin my badge on the Dark Drapes! How pleased 
they'll be to get a little something!” Morbinya declared. 

Upon hearing this, Shurasik, insulted, flew into a rage. He 
rushed at Morbinya to take her badge from her, but suddenly his 
eyes rolled back and he fainted. Morbinya twirled her finger at 
her temple, stuck the heart in her pocket, and left. Gunya Glomov 
followed in tow. Soon the others all dispersed, including 
Shurasik when he came to, flapping his eyelashes madly and re- 


peating: “Where am I?” 
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“You know,” said Vanka thoughtfully, escorting Tanya to her 
room, “I don’t think I'll tease Shurasik anymore. I had no idea 


what it was doing to him.” 
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Chapter Il 
THE MAGIC HAIR 


¢ ¢ ot your double bass? Attagirl! I’m nuts about magic 

aerobatics! Which reminds me, our team’s playing 

against the werewolves next week,” reported Bab- 
Yagun as they set off for Tanya’s first magic aerobatics class. 
Along the way they passed a cyclops. The one-eyed giant 
somberly sharpened his ax, now and then digressing from his 
work to pick his nose. His wild eye was nearly hidden beneath 
his half-lowered eyelid. 

Bab-Yagun carted along his vacuum cleaner, its polished 
chrome rim and brand new extended tailpipes shining bright, 
which Yagge’s grandson boasted of being super fast. Morbinya 
also had an excellent vacuum cleaner: small, compact, but with a 
very powerful feel to it. Vanka Valyalkin’s vacuum cleaner, on the 
other hand, had clearly seen better days: with a frayed cord, a 
hose wrapped in electrical tape, and a motor that Vanka said 
would stall at the most inopportune times. 


As for Dusya Pupsikova and Verka Popugaeva, one carried a 
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violin, the other a strangely-shaped object with a mass of all 
kinds of wands and odds and ends, obviously of shamanic origin. 
The lightest burden was Shurasik’s: thrown over his shoulder 
was a long mop with a propeller. 

Half a kilometer from the forbidding hulk of Tibidoxs, there 
was a large stadium, along the edges of which stood fireproof 
hangars with dragons in them. From time to time, a deep- 
chested roar sounded from one of the hangars, striking the 
eardrums, and a choking, sulfury smoke would start to pour out 
of the cracks. 

No sooner had the group of kids stopped in the middle of the 
field than a short, lopsided man with prominent cheek bones, 
blind in one eye, limped over to them, never bending his left 
knee as he walked. Around his neck hung a gold medallion with 
the inscription: Solovey O. Razboynik. Magic Aerobatics Coach. 

“What does the ‘O’ stand for?” whispered Tanya. 

“Odikhmantievich...” Bab-Yagun answered in a matching 
whisper. 

Solovey O. Razboynik looked sullenly at Tanya, and then, 
with some respect, at her double bass: evidently, he knew a thing 
or two about flying instruments. 

“Sardanapal told me about you. You're Grotter,” he muttered. 
“No doubt you don’t know how to fly, nor that you don’t know 
how to play drakonbol...” 


Morbinya snickered contemptuously. Gunya Glomov neighed 
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obnoxiously. And yes, indeed, even many of Tanya’s fellow bright 
siders could not hold back their smiles. 

Offended, she wanted to say that she did know a little about 
flying, but as she wasn’t exactly sure how to play drakonbol, she 
said nothing, figuring Solovey wouldn't believe her anyway. Be- 
sides, she was already used to the fact the dark siders all treated 
her badly. 

Solovey O. Razboynik frowned, and at once all the smiles 
vanished. 

“Everyone shut up and listen! Or do some of you already 
think yourselves pros? Now, about how to play. The rules are 
simple: one field, ten players and a dragon per team, and five 
balls: sneezle, flame trap, stupefying, pepper blast, and knock- 
out. The flame trap ball stops a dragon from breathing fire for 
the rest of the game — three points. Pepper blast makes them 
spit out any previously swallowed players — five points. Sneezle, 
the dragon opens their mouth wide, making it possible to throw 
in more balls. Two points. Stupefying, the dragon gets temporar- 
ily confused and might swallow their own team members, as 
well as some of the spectators. One point. And finally, the fifth 
and most important ball: the knockout ball. Puts the dragon to 
sleep. Ten points. The team that throws the knockout ball almost 
always wins... But it’s the most difficult ball to throw since it’s 
the heaviest and must be thrown at very close range. Well, the 


rest is simple. Five play forward, three cover the dragon, and the 
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remaining two keep the dragon from swallowing their team- 
mates... The game ends one of two ways: when all the balls have 
been thrown, or when all the players have been swallowed. Got 
it?” 

“Um... Got it,” confirmed Tanya. 

“Got what, newbie? Listen and learn: dragon goes ‘om nom 
nom’ — you end up in his belly! Along with your wart! Or what- 
ever that is on your nose!” shouted Gunya Glomov, his wide open 
grin revealing his yellow teeth. 

Tanya, turning red, flicked her ring finger and neatly cast a 
green spark into Gunya’s mouth. Usually such sparks can hardly 
be called scalding, but the tongue is a very vulnerable spot. Glo- 
mov reeled back and, opening his mouth like a fish, began jump- 
ing about in pain. 

“Sneezle! Two points to team bright side!” laughed Vanka. 

Solovey gave a humorless cough, and the laughter stopped 
instantly. 

“All of you knock it off, or else I'll put a silencing spell on 
you!” he shouted. “In a week from now, the decisive match be- 
tween Team Tibidoxs and Team Werewolf will be held. Right 
here, on our field. The dragons are preparing for hibernation this 
time of the year, which means they’re angrier and more danger- 
ous than ever.” At that moment, as if in confirmation of his 
words, two hangars immediately began shaking from the gruff 


roars coming from within and were enveloped in black smoke. 
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Dusya Pupsikova gasped, and Shurasik turned white as a sheet of 
paper. 

Solovey smirked venomously. He had more terrifying news 
in store for them: 

“And one last thing: Since this will be a serious match, all the 
dragons will be famished, and without flame-extinguishing muz- 
zles or anti-swallowing grills. Our ‘goal’ will be Goyaryn himself, 
if that name means anything to you...” 

Even Gunya Glomov turned gray after hearing that. 

“Do as you wish. Those who are scared — go play in a sand- 
box!” shouted Solovey O. Razboynik, his eye clouding over. 
“Drakonbol is not just the oldest sport in the world, played by 
the bravest and strongest mages! It is life itself! Today we’ll work 
on dodging techniques... Hey, get Quicksilver out here!” 

The door of the nearest hangar rose with an awful creak. 
Nine jinn struggled to hold onto the chains of the thrashing 
dragon. His golden scales sparkled in the sun, and smoke bil- 
lowed from his nostrils — a sure sign the dragon was out of 
sorts. He was three times the size of a large horse. The flapping 
of his leathery wings whipped up a vortex, and sand flew into 
the children’s eyes. The red eyes of the dragon, meanwhile, were 
hungry with the desire to make well-done homemade cutlets out 
of everyone. 

Solovey bent down, took a small red ball from his bag, and 


slapped it down on his wrist. On one side of the ball was a 
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mount, allowing it to be fastened to a player’s forearm so as not 
to be lost on turns. 

“This is an A-grade pepper explosive!” barked Solovey. “As 
you know, these always make dragons furious. Which of you is 
brave enough to fly up close and toss it into Quicksilver’s 
mouth? I warn you now, he won't like it a bit. Afterward, you'll 
have to make it across the field in time and get to the players’ 
harbor: over there at the other end of the field, that red circle 
outlined by magic. Any takers...?” 

“There isn’t some gentler dragon, ’cause that one’s a total 
psycho: one lash of that tail, and he might take us all out?” Gunya 
Glomov asked nervously. 

From the fact that none of the other kids even smiled, Tanya 
realized that everyone agreed with him. Even Bab-Yagun’s lips 
had turned noticeably white, while his ears, on the contrary, had 
gone crimson. Evidently, those several hours spent in that 
dragon’s mouth had not yet been erased from his memory. But 
then, could such a thing be forgotten? 

“May I ask a question? Is this the dragon Professor Klopp 
told us brought down two American fighter jets when the magic 
shield over the island malfunctioned?” Shurasik cut in, unhelp- 
fully as always. 

Bab-Yagun jabbed him with his fist: 

“Shh! I’m sick enough already without your help! You know 


dragons don’t like being shot at with missiles.” 
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Solovey O. Razboynik, hearing this squabble, smirked: 

“What a bunch of pantywaists! Yes, that was him, all right... 
And here I thought I might actually find a player for Team 
Tibidoxs among you sorry lot. Since my best forward had a mid- 
night run-in with the Eyeless Horror last month, there’s been a 
spot available.” 

Tanya noticed how, at the mention of Team Tibidoxs, Bab-Ya- 
gun and Vanka Valyalkin had started and leaned forward in uni- 
son. Another moment — and the words would fly from their lips. 
But then... then Tanya suddenly heard a loud voice. 

“Tl do it!” said this voice, and when two dozen eyes starred 
at her all at once, Tanya realized that the voice was her own. 

“WHAT! You?! Are you kidding me, Grotter?” Solovey pierced 
her with an irritated glare. But a second later, the coldness in his 
surviving pupil changed to malice. “Of course, far be it from me 
to discourage you...! Hey, release the dragon!” 

The jinn nimbly whipped off the dragon’s muzzle and, hav- 
ing simultaneously unfastened the chains, leaped aside. One hes- 
itated a little, and the dragon knocked him down like a pin with a 
blow from his leathery wing. While the overturned jinni was still 
tumbling, the dragon had already taken off and swept over their 
heads, held back only by the magic barrier that stopped him 
from leaving the playing field. Only now, from the ground, did it 
really become clear how gargantuan he was. His wingspan was 


frighteningly great, and his long, flexible tail, pronged like an ar- 
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row at its tip, lashed with breathtaking speed. It was not without 
reason the dragon’s name was Quicksilver — for such a wild, 
sparkling-scaled young dragon, no name could be more suitable. 

Tanya looked down, but she still couldn’t help following his 
shadow as it slid over the sand. Yet she didn’t lose her nerve. 
There was no way she would die. Surely Solovey wouldn't let 
that happen, although... She suddenly remembered he had 
looked at her in that strange way — the way all the dark siders 
looked at her — with concealed hostility. 

“Don't do it, Tanya! I'll go instead!” Vanka volunteered, rush- 
ing to his vacuum cleaner. But, as luck would have it, instead of 
taking off, his decrepit vacuum rumbled along for three meters 
before the pipe fell off. Vanka fell to the ground, injuring his leg, 
and bit his lip so as not to start crying from pain and frustration. 

“Valyalkin, where’d you dig up that old heap? It won't even 
make it to the dump!” taunted Morbinya, cackling. 

“Well, Grotter? Get going! The dragon’s already in the sky!” 
Solovey spurred her on. 

“Okay... I’m on my way...” Tanya looked around for her dou- 
ble bass. “Don’t look at the dragon! Don’t look!” said one voice to 
her, and another scoffed, “How can you throw the ball in his 
mouth with your eyes closed?” 

“Wait!” Bab-Yagun caught up to her. “Remember: young 
dragons breathe cooler flames, but they move much faster... And 


keep in mind, he should fly in a straight line, so...” Bab-Yagun 
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suddenly clutched at his stiffening lips, from which, despite all 
attempts, not a sound now flew out. 

Solovey O. Razboynik blew on his ring, from which a red 
spark had just shot out. 

“No helping! Let her figure it out herself! I warned you Id 
cast a silencing spell,” he barked. 

On wobbly legs, Tanya went over to her double bass. No one 
laughed: even Morbinya and Gunya Glomov died down for some 
reason. Evidently, what she was doing truly bordered on insan- 
ity. 

“Take this fireproofing ointment... and rub it on your hair, 
too! It smells awful, but do it anyway.” Solovey reached into his 
pocket and tossed her a bottle of yellow ointment that made her 
eyes water. 

“That’s upir bile! It’s great at counteracting burns. But be 
careful: if it gets on your tongue, you'll become an upir yourself!” 
shouted Vanka. 

“What did I just say: no helping!” exclaimed Solovey, casting 
a silencing spell on him. 

Aha! So he hoped I’d put some on my tongue! Tanya inferred, 
quickly rubbing herself with the malodorous ointment. 

“Ugh, you reek!” Sepulchrova couldn’t help grimacing. 

“Watch out, or I'll smear some on your nose!” Tanya threat- 
ened, but she did so distractedly: her mind was on other things. 


And finally the moment came when it was no longer possi- 
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ble to delay any further. Tanya sat down on her double bass and, 
whispering a spell, shot up into the sky, holding the bow in one 
hand. “Oh, Uncle German! Oh, Pipa! Bet this would make your 
day!” she muttered, and after making several test turns, began 
carefully flying up to the dragon from behind. Now diving toward 
the ground, now rocketing back up, Quicksilver glided over the 
field, occasionally crashing into the magic barrier. His long neck 
curled toward the jinn, who were directing him away from the 
ground with checkered flags. The dragon had not noticed Tanya 
yet. 

Deciding to take advantage of this, the girl swiftly whisked 
over Quicksilver’s back and glided along his neck. Gusts of wind 
from the dragon’s wings threw the double bass from one direc- 
tion to another, and Tanya had to balance her whole body to 
keep from losing control of the instrument. She had already 
caught sight of two close-set eyes, a short muzzle, and a mouth 
with a protruding lower jaw. Provided the dragon didn’t notice 
her for as long as possible, she saw her only chance. If she man- 
aged to toss the ball and then make a mad dash to the harbor, 
Quicksilver would not have time to scorch her. 

“One... Two...” Tanya started to count. Leaning over the dou- 
ble bass, she took aim, ready to chuck the ball into the dragon’s 
mouth, when Quicksilver suddenly reared his snout. His little 


eyes, seething with rage, stared at the double bass, and a second 
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later open jaws came rushing at Tanya. The girl realized she had 
inadvertently flown too close, and the dragon had noticed her. 

Diving to the right at the last moment, Tanya made an in- 
credible turn and, aiming her bow, rushed to the harbor. A jet of 
dragon flame shot past dangerously close. The beating of wings 
quickened: Quicksilver gained on her, firing flames at her as he 
flew. 

With only a little ways left to go before reaching the harbor, 
something flashed before Tanya’s eyes. Blinded, she conducted 
her bow too roughly, and the next moment, thrown by a glancing 
blow of the dragon’s wing, flew off the double bass. The instru- 
ment and bow tumbled down, while Tanya herself, turning over, 
fell on the dragon’s neck and instinctively — afraid of only one 
thing: falling — clung to it. When her vision returned a second 
later and she saw what she was sitting on, she began screaming 
in horror and nearly unclenched her hands, but realized just in 
time that letting go of the neck would be even more dangerous 
than staying on it. There, at least, the flames couldn't reach her. 

Veering sharply, Quicksilver careered over the field, and, 
feeling something foreign on his neck, grew more and more fero- 
cious. Squeezing with her right arm, Tanya suddenly discovered 
the ball was still fastened to her forearm. It was then the dragon 
violently shook his head, trying to shake her off, and Tanya, with 
a deafening squeal, rolled straight onto his head, clutching the 


scaly protuberance above his eyes and wrapping her legs around 
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the upper part of his neck. Time after time, Quicksilver shook his 
head wildly, but Tanya held on tight. Despair gave her strength; 
furthermore, she realized pretty soon that the dragon, funny as it 
may seem, could not throw her off — not while he was in the air 
at least. 

Quicksilver’s mouth was tightly closed, but even had it been 
open, Tanya still wouldn’t have been able to reach it. His mouth 
lay far lower down, whereas his wide nostrils, belching clouds of 
sulfur, were very near. Not considering how it would play out, 
but wanting only to get rid of the ball that was in her way, Tanya 
waited until they once again began to draw in air, and then, un- 
fastening the ball, thrust the pepper blasting globe into one of 
the dragon’s nostrils. The dragon inhaled it along with the air, 
and a few seconds later a soft pop was heard: the pepper blast 
ball had worked. 

Suddenly, the dragon stretched open his mouth as wide as 
possible and sneezed as if a grenade had exploded in his head. 
Tanya was literally blown off his snout, and, tumbling, plopped 
onto the sand, slowing down very near the ground thanks to the 
safeguard spell. All the bright and dark siders on the field ran to 
her, and behind her, with her double bass in his hands, testily 
limped the lopsided magic aerobatics coach. 

In the meantime, the jinn had recaptured the deafeningly 
sneezing Quicksilver, who, by his own ever-loudening sneezes, 


had been turned upside down and propelled into first one, then 
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another magic barrier. But what else would you expect when his 
whole body was being shaken by sneezes? 

“The way you flew! The way you dodged! It was... It was... 
like nothing we’ve ever seen before!” Dusya Pupsikova and Verka 
Popugaeva gasped in delight. 

“It was unreal! I thought he was gonna set you on fire, and 
when your double bass fell — I was sure you were done for! And 
then Shurasik started shrieking, even louder than the girls... By 
the way, there’s a real creep around here! Someone definitely 
shot a red spark at you. I didn’t get a look at who, though. But 
someone really wanted you to end up in that dragon’s mouth!” 
Vanka Valyalkin burst out anxiously. Apparently he and Bab-Ya- 
gun had somehow managed to break the silencing spell. 

“A spark?” Tanya vaguely recalled the red flash that had 
blinded her a moment before Quicksilver charged her. 

Pushing Vanka aside, Bab-Yagun ran up to her. 

“Why didn’t you zigzag? I was trying to tell you before that in 
a straight line he’d be too fast, so you've gotta zigzag! Still, that 
was pretty sick! Never seen anyone take out a dragon that way 
before!” cheered Bab-Yagun. 

The crowd of youngsters parted. A breathless Solovey made 
his way forward. He opened and closed his mouth, struggling, it 
would seem, to find the right words. 

“Well G-G-G-Grotter!” he finally puffed out. “I’ve been play- 


ing drakonbol for four hundred years, and that’s the first time 


«Kk 288 «KK 


I’ve seen a pepper blast ball get thrown into a dragon’s nostril...! 
Four hundred years! And while that may not be against the rules, 
it still... Oh! Just take your double bass and get out of here!” And 
Solovey poked his finger in the direction of the locker room. 

One of the dark siders brayed with laughter. Tanya didn’t 
even turn around to find out who. She got to her feet, miserable, 
and hugging her instrument, trudged off the field. She felt posi- 
tive she’d blown her chance. Ten steps, twenty... And just as the 
crushing weight of disappointment became _ unbearable, 
Solovey’s voice reached her ears: 

“Hey, Grotter! Rest up now, but be at practice tomorrow! I’m 
putting you on the team!” 

Behind Tanya’s back, someone cried out in dismay and col- 
lapsed onto the sand. Morbinya Sepulchrova couldn't stand it 


when someone had good luck. 


e 
All evening long, the first years were abuzz in the drawing room. 
They couldn't get over it, reliving the day’s events over and over 
again. 

“You know what? Solovey got real panicky when your double 
bass started falling! He caught it with some kind of spell so it 
wouldn't get all smashed up! If you ask me, he freaked out less 
over you than he did over your double bass,” said Vanka 


Valyalkin. 
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“The match against the werewolves is a huge deal. Twice 
they’ve beaten Team Tibidoxs. And what a dragon the were- 
wolves have! I’m talking stuff of nightmares! He dodges the balls, 
but swallows the forwards like candy. Not for nothing Solovey 
picked none other than Goyaryn to be our ‘goal,” said Bab-Yagun 
thoughtfully. 

“And if a werewolf bites Tanya, she'll turn into a werewolf, 
too? Is that right?” Dusya Pupsikova asked with interest, treating 
Tanya with chocolate candies. Dusya had a terrible sweet tooth, 
unlike Vanka, who, though always hungry, did not like sweets. 

“Does that sort of thing happen?” Tanya grew tense. 

“No,” said Bab-Yagun. 

“But I read in The History of Drakonbol that it does,” inter- 
jected Shurasik. “When werewolves like a player on a foreign 
team, they think: ‘Aha! Why don’t we poach him for our team? 
All we have to do is decide where to bite him.” 

Shurasik looked content and peaceful. And why not: after all, 
everyone was friends with him now! With the exception of 
Morbinya, every Tibidoxian had one of his little red hearts 


pinned to their chest. 


e 


Tanya spent the week before the match training with the rest of 
the team, in which she was the youngest player. Besides her, the 


team consisted of four dark side students and five bright. More- 
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over, these practice sessions were not run just any old way, but 
with Goyaryn. He more or less recognized the rest of the team, 
but Tanya still found herself in his line of fire, though she tried to 
dart in front of him as often as she could so that he’d grow accus- 
tomed to her. Furthermore, from watching Goyaryn and Quicksil- 
ver, Tanya learned that while dragons hate being approached 
from above or from the side, they aren't bothered by a player ap- 
proaching from below. Of course, it’s easier to get hit by a tail 
that way, and that’s even more dangerous than getting swal- 
lowed. 

The magic aerobatics coach behaved rather strangely re- 
garding Tanya. Solovey, so it appeared, was observing her from 
afar: observing her with a jaundiced eye, yes, but at the same 
time, also as if with some respect. During practice he gave her 
the hardest tasks, and he made her fly her double bass even 
when the rest of the team had stopped training. As a result, come 
evening Tanya always found herself completely exhausted, and 
she’d fall asleep on top of her Unholy Spirit Studies notebooks or 
Theoretical Magic homework. But this by no means let her off 
the hook for Evil Eye Delivery. For although Zuboderikha 
seemed to treat her with sympathy, that did not in the least keep 
her from casting the same spells on Tanya in class as on the 
other students. 

For a while, this intense rhythm of life made Tanya forget 


about the prophecy of Drevnir, the unknown whereabouts of the 
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either dead or living Chuma-del-Tort, and the mysterious ap- 
pearance of Agukh in Meduziya’s study. But then one evening a 
strange incident brought all these unpleasant thoughts back to 
life in her mind. It all happened when, returning from a late 
practice session, she got lost in the mazelike corridors of 
Tibidoxs and once again found herself in the Tower of Ghosts. 
Suddenly, she heard muffled voices down the hallway up ahead. 
Not wanting to run into the local inhabitants, Tanya quickly dove 
behind a large gypsum vase and hid behind it. 

The voices drew nearer. Sneaking a careful look, Tanya saw 
Lieutenant Rzhevsky drifting along the corridor, his feet not 
touching the floor, and beside him, slowly dripping, a gruesome 
entity in a blood-splattered white rubakha. He had a small, bald 
head, and his eyes looked like black holes; Tanya guessed this 
was the Eyeless Horror, the ghost of the dark half of Tibidoxs, 
about whom she’d heard so much. 

“Have you noticed anything unusual the past few days?” 
croaked the Eyeless Horror. 

“Mm-hmm, you bet I’ve noticed! No one’s fallen for my old 
sock gag! And no one’s straightened my knives! And then, when I 
poured out a cauldron with some potion or other in it at Yagge’s, 
she hurled a ladle at me! Me, a ghost! Can you beat that!” an- 
swered the lieutenant with a rather dopey laugh. 


The Eyeless Horror grimaced peevishly. His words were al- 
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ready almost indistinguishable now, and Tanya could only catch 
bits and pieces. 

“Blithering fool! ...wasn’t in the dungeons? It’s clear to all 
now that she has an ally here. He opened the passage... the Hid- 
den Basement... Soon the unholy spirits will finish what they 
started, and then...” 

The Horror suddenly stopped short and stared at the vase 
behind which Tanya was hiding. 

“Wait, I heard rustling. Someone is eavesdropping on us!” he 
said hoarsely, and, swelling up so as to become even more grue- 
some, dripped toward the vase. 

Tanya got ready to shout the scare-away spell “Drygus-bry- 
gus!”, but just then Vitup Vituperych emerged from the narrow 
corridor leading from the basements. Noticing him, both ghosts 
took off like cowards. 

Tibidoxs’s bald-headed deputy headmaster, dressed in a 
dark cloak, stopped before the vase and looked around suspi- 
ciously. Tanya detected the smell of something acrid about him, 
so powerful her eyes started watering, as they did out on the 
field. 

Afraid he would notice her, Tanya even stopped breathing, 
but Vitup, it seemed, had already noticed her, because suddenly 
he asked: 

“Are you in there? The ghosts didn’t scare you, did they?” 


His voice sounded warm and gentle. Deciding there was no 
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reason to stay hidden any longer, Tanya emerged from her hid- 
ing-place. Seeing her, Vitup Vituperych started as if in surprise, 
then began yelling in a completely different tone of voice: 

“What are you doing here, Grotter? Go on, march back to 
your room! You'll be marked down for this behavior!” 

Tanya, stunned by such an about-face, pulled her head into 
her shoulders and made off for the stairs. Along the way, it sud- 
denly occurred to her that Vitup had been acting strangely. Very 
strangely. Moreover, he had definitely been startled by her. In 
which case, whom had he expected to find there? 

Shurasik was sitting in the drawing room when she got 
there, somehow managing to read four dictionaries and two ref- 
erence books at once. On top of that, next to him lay still another 
very thick book, on the spine of which was written: “Professor I. 
M. Nofun. Additional Exercises for Those Who Have Not 
Enough Homework.” 

“Shurasik, if a mage sprays or rubs himself with something 
with an overpowering smell to it, what does that mean?” asked 
Tanya, taking advantage of the opportunity. 

Shurasik tore his sharp little nose from his textbooks and 
stared at her thoughtfully. 

“Well... Fire, for starters, if we’re talking about upir bile... 
And then... Let’s see... Strong smells also lure unholy spirits,” he 


replied. 
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“Lure? Did you mean ‘scare away’?” Tanya couldn't believe 
her ears. 

“I said just what I meant! Unholy spirits love a good stench.” 
Insulted, Shurasik plugged his ears with his fingers and again 


buried himself in his books. 


e 

The evening before the match, the werewolves arrived by air. 
These were stout, burly lads, somewhat resembling Pipa’s 
friends fully grown, with the only difference that their cheeks 
and hands, except perhaps their palms, were covered with sil- 
very hair. The names of the werewolves all followed the same 
pattern: Grush, Tush, Frush, Dush, and so on in that vein. Their 
captain’s name was Tobush. He stood out from his comrades, be- 
ing twice their size and having several scars across his gloomy 
face. Even Gunya Glomov thought he wouldn’t want to run into 
him in his human form, much less his wolf form. 

As for their coach, he was a misfit among the werewolves. 
He was dwarfish in stature, barely reaching his players’ waists, 
very fat, and terribly ill-tempered. He seemed to do nothing but 
holler at his players. In doing so, the black medallion around his 
neck would swing from side to side. 

The werewolves spent the night in one of the guest bed- 
rooms in the Tower of Ghosts. The following morning, Lieu- 


tenant Rzhevsky, a born gossip, rushed all over Tibidoxs, swear- 
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ing to everyone that he’d heard the howl of a wolf come from 
their room during the night. The lieutenant got so carried away, 
he lost two of his knives and fell into a deep depression, not 
knowing where to look for them. 

Vanka Valyalkin did not sleep that night either. He was al- 
ways roused at midnight by his insatiable appetite, which the 
monotonous cutlets and pickled cucumbers of his defective 
tablecloth could no longer satisfy. And so he would head to the 
kitchen, where his pal, Lomunkin the poltergeist, gladly tossed 
him hams and cakes. But that night, his routine trip to the 
kitchen was disrupted. Vanka, having neatly dodged the shower 
of food the nutty, excitedly squealing poltergeist had rained 
down on him, had no sooner begun frying up sausages for him- 
self than footsteps sounded in the corridor. Dropping every- 
thing, Vanka climbed into a large copper cauldron and hid. A few 
seconds later, Meduziya entered the kitchen and looked around 
suspiciously. The poltergeist flung an onion at her head and then 
hid behind the cupboard like a coward. 

“Ah, so that’s who was making all that noise... Be quiet or 
else!” Meduziya grumbled, sinking onto a stool. 

It didn’t take long for Vanka, carefully peeking out of the 
cauldron, to be convinced Meduziya hadn't come to the kitchen 
in the middle of the night for paté or blini. She was clearly wait- 
ing for someone, but for whom? He soon learned the answer 


when Zuboderikha slipped into the kitchen, reading as she 
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walked another book in Greek, the pages of which were illumi- 
nated by a candle flying in front of her. 

“You're here already?” Vanka heard her say. 

“Yes,” Meduziya replied. “We need to talk. Strange things 
have been happening around here lately. Unholy spirits in the 
basement, strange voices, the theft of that sword from the 
lopukhoid realm. And, last of all, that the girl is here already... I 
think it’s all connected to the prophecy. More precisely, to the 
section that comes next.” 

“You mean, ‘The treachery of immortals cannot be guessed — 
The one who betrays, no one will suspect?” asked Zuboderikha 
knowingly. 

“Yes. Drevnir forewarned: we must expect a shock from 
someone we'd never think to suspect...” 

“And whom do you suspect?” asked Zuboderikha. 

Meduziya lowered her voice: 

“Don’t you think Vitup has been acting very strangely?” 

“Vitup Vituperych?” Zuboderikha was completely floored. 
“Do you think he’s the one?” 

“I don’t think anything,” Meduziya said coldly. “I am only 
stating the facts. He sighs all the time, disappears to who-knows- 
where. Twice I’ve caught him talking to himself. Sometimes I 
wonder if he’s being controlled by someone?” 

“Don’t be ridiculous! Vitup has always been a bit strange! 


You have no proof. Why couldn't it be Sardanapal, for example? 
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Now there’s someone you'd absolutely never think to suspect,” 
Zuboderikha smiled. “Recently, I saw him — I can’t imagine why 
— sneaking down to the basement along that old staircase that 
leads to the Gates of Horror” 

“Bite your tongue!” Meduziya interrupted her indignantly. 
“Sardanapal would not sneak anywhere! He’s the master of 
Tibidoxs. He does not need to hide from anyone... I thought I 
could count on you for advice, Zubi, but instead you just spout 
nonsense! If anything should happen to the hair in the near fu- 
ture, you know where that could lead. The Gates, indeed the en- 
tire existence of our world, will be in danger! The Nothing One 
poses as great a threat for you dark siders as she does for us 
bright siders.” 

Meduziya turned around with a flourish and stalked out, 
slamming the door. 

“Wait! I know what he did for you, and that’s not what I 
meant to say! Can’t we talk about this?” shouted Zuboderikha. 

Grabbing the first thing she could get her hands on, she 
hastily marked her place in her book with the sausage still siz- 
zling in the frying pan and rushed after Meduziya. 

Vanka climbed out from the cauldron. 

Boy, what’s Tibidoxs coming to...! Getting to be so’s a guy 
can't leave anything lying around. She swiped my sausage! he 


thought sadly. 
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By ten o'clock that morning, the fog had finally cleared away. 
This was partly due to the sun hovering over the stadium, and 
partly to the efforts of Professor Klopp, with whom Vitup Vitu- 
perych, who’d been appointed umpire, whispered about some- 
thing for a long time. Solovey and the werewolves’ coach Shush 
were appointed as referees. Both teams entered the field and 
lined up beside the umpire. The dragons had not yet been let 
out: they were still locked up in facing hangars, reverberating 
with their roars. 

Bab-Yagun, though upset he hadn’t made it onto the team, 
asked Sardanapal if he could be the commentator again. 

“Go ahead. Just be careful not to get one of the dark siders 
after you again. Aren't you tired of walking around in a cast?” the 
academician consented, and he ordered Meduziya to bring Bab- 
Yagun the magic megaphone. 

Sardanapal seemed worn out. In his hands Bab-Yagun no- 
ticed a slim pamphlet entitled Mage Chernomor’s Guide to Train- 
ing and Taming Beards: On Preparing the Elixir of Obedience for 
Animated Mustaches. The head of Tibidoxs kept skimming 
through it, as if looking for something, and paid little attention to 
the opening of the match. 

“And now, dearly devoted, we have lived to witness another 


match between Team Tibidoxs and Team Werewolf, who join us 
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here from the far-off forests of Bryansk. No doubt about it: this 
match won't be a walk in the park. The werewolves are a heck- 
uva tough team, firmly in the top three. The sun shines brightly 
on the rims of their powerful new vacuum cleaners.” Bab-Ya- 
gun’s voice, resounding across the field, was dripping with envy. 
“Model 800 TuRBOs, with twin dust collectors, chrome pipes, 
built-in vertical takeoff devices! And that’s just the basic model; I 
haven’t even gotten to the designer frills and all the forbidden 
amulets they probably have hidden away inside the vacuums 
somewhere. With equipment like that, no wonder they some- 
times manage to win...” 

Bab-Yagun started coughing, but Yagge quickly waved her 
sleeve and the coughing stopped. At the same time, the third row 
bench in one of the sectors came crashing down along with ev- 
eryone Sitting on it. 

“Not so clever now, huh? If any of the werewolves’ other 
fans would like to hex me again, don’t waste your time. My 
gram’s got me covered...” warned Bab-Yagun. 

“And here they come — my favorite team! Team Tibidoxs! 
Number one, Zhora Zhikin, the unsurpassed master of levitation 
and spatial movement who managed through sheer force of will 
to teleport to the broadcast studio of a popular TV show, from 
where he was taken to Tibidoxs. Unfortunately, Zhora doesn’t 
like vacuum cleaners, preferring instead a mop with a propeller. 


‘Be thankful it’s not a broom at least,’ my friend Vanka tells me... 
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“Number two, Demyan Goryanov of the dark side mages, an 
excellent player and a favorite of Professor Klopp’s. Too bad even 
tea turns sour under his gaze, so he always eats by himself. His 
vacuum’s a model WHITEOUT-100U. A very fast machine that, un- 
fortunately, doesn’t handle well... 

“Number three, Katya Lotkova, part of the dragon defense 
team. Her cute little MUDDIE vacuum is decorated with harmless 
amulets. In the lopukhoid realm, every last boy fell in love with 
Katya without fail, until finally her whole house, like the side- 
walk beside it, became covered in romantic graffiti. Once it be- 
came obvious this was the work of magic, Katya was brought to 
Tibidoxs. Dragons downright worship her, and not just drag- 
ons...” 

Bab-Yagun’s ears reddened slightly. 

“Er-um... I digress... Continuing right along... Number four, 
Sep-Tim-Ber, a great striker with killer reflexes. He wound up at 
Tibidoxs after solving all the problems on a municipal math 
exam in six and a half minutes, at which point, out of boredom, 
he turned his teacher into an otter. 

“Number six, Rita Sub Rosa, guitar with an AGENT-ACE model 
wagon. No one ever knows what she'll do from one minute to the 
next, including out on the field... 

“Number seven, team captain Jura Idiotsyudov. A brilliant 
mastermind and heavyweight. Only drawback is he’s extremely 


hot-tempered. He found his way to Tibidoxs after getting into 
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fights with his entire class a hundred and seventeen times over 
the course of a week because he got a little carried away check- 
ing their school shoes, even though his teachers never actually 
asked him to. Has the gift of regeneration. Scratches and bruises 
heal on him in a matter of minutes. 

“Number eight, Roma Kislyakov, dragon defense team. Rides 
a DIESEL-BURDOCK wet-vac, a whopper of a clumsy machine it’s 
best not to run into up in the air, otherwise you'll be knocked flat 
to the ground. He’s the only one the dragons have never swal- 
lowed. Not hard to tell why: we've all gotta take a shower some- 
time... 

“Number nine, Liza Zalizina. Not afraid of fire. In the 
lopukhoid realm, she managed not to burn to death in a terrible 
fire, which, by the way, she herself set. Plays forward. Rides a fly- 
ing cuckoo clock. By the way, the cuckoo has a bite that hurts like 
heck... 

“And finally, number ten — Tatiana Grotter, striker, our 
coach’s latest discovery. The true queen of flight, best I’ve ever 
seen! Her antique double bass, crafted by Feofil Grotter, is re- 
markably fast and maneuverable at the same time...” 

Bab-Yagun’s voice disappeared into the noise of the specta- 
tors. The stadium was abuzz. Thousands of faces turned toward 
Tanya. No further introductions were necessary: that name 
alone spoke for itself. At once all the werewolves fixed their eyes 


on her, and their coach Shush began quickly whispering some- 
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thing to their captain Tobush, who, in order to lend the coach his 
ear, had to bend almost to the ground. 

Why couldn't Yagun keep his big trap shut! That blabber- 
mouth! Now I have to worry about the werewolves acting like a 
pack of no good, dirty dogs! Fine by me if one of them bites me; I'll 
just go ahead and bite Yagun too: that'll teach him not to talk so 
much next time! Tanya thought with annoyance. Feeling every- 
one’s eyes on her, all she wanted to do was crawl into a hole and 
die. Fortunately, this didn’t last long. At the umpire’s signal, both 
hangars opened at once and the jinn brought out the dragons, 
which immediately switched the audience’s attention. 

The colossal Goyaryn, whose wingspan was so great it im- 
peded his ability to move around inside the protective dome, 
walked out on his own, barely noticing the fifty jinn hanging 
onto him. The werewolves’ dragon was a little smaller, but no 
less dangerous. Fast, visibly well-built, with a wide mouth and 
greenish scales, his close-set yellow eyes immediately fixed Go- 
yaryn in an angry stare, and he began to roar defiantly. Goyaryn 
did not like him one bit either, and he in turn breathed out a jet 
of flame. 

Now, with two immense dragons on the field at the same 
time, it suddenly seemed cramped and uncomfortable to Tanya. 
She wanted to jump on her double bass as soon as possible and 
soar upward, where there was far more space. Moreover, she felt 


much more confident in the air. 
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“All is lost! You'll see: without a doubt, we shall crash! Even 
if we don't, that dragon’s sure to gobble us up!” Tanya heard the 
raspy voice of her magic ring. “Scoff all you want, but know how 
I know something bad is going to happen? My gilding itches, and 
that’s never a good sign! Just so you know!” 

“Shut up!” 

“IT will not be silent! I will prophesy doom! We shall crash, 
crash, crash!” the ring shook in senile obstinacy. 

Fortunately, it grumbled so much it used up its conversa- 
tional magic in less than five minutes and soon died down. It 
had, however, managed to spoil the mood. 

“The match is about to begin,” Bab-Yagun continued to rattle 
on cheerfully. “Almost all the preparations have been completed. 
Vitup Vituperych, the most impartial, as well as the kindest um- 
pire in the world, prepares to signal the jinn to release the drag- 
ons. The referees bring out the five flying balls — sneezle, flame 
trap, stupefying, pepper blast, and knockout. Now it all depends 
on what players have the moxie to capture them first...” 

Sour-faced, Vitup Vituperych, who had visibly squirmed at 
Bab-Yagun’s words about his good nature, waved to the jinn and 
they immediately unfastened all the chains. The werewolves’ 
dragon took off first, followed by Goyaryn. At the same time, the 
twenty players tore away from the ground and chased after the 
escaping balls. Tanya, who had already gained some experience, 


immediately separated from the main group and zoomed up- 
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ward — right to the top of the magic dome, and from there, see- 
ing that the stupefying ball was closest to her, dashed after it. 
Somewhere below, the rumble of the werewolves’ vacuum clean- 
ers could be heard while Rita Sub Rosa cunningly circled around 
on her guitar and wagon, the werewolves’ dragon already chas- 
ing after her. 

“Ooh, sweet mother, my gram!” exclaimed Bab-Yagun. “What 
a dramatic start! One of the werewolves — Grush, Tush, or Dush; 
I can’t make out which — rushes to Goyaryn with the sneezle 
ball. Roma Kislyakov intercepts the ball and hands it over to cap- 
tain Idiotsyudov... Ooh, how careless! Rita Sub Rosa crashes into 
one of the werewolves’ defense players. I bet on my new vacuum 
cleaner attachment that was a set-up. The werewolves’ dragon 
takes advantage of the situation and... This is a disaster! Rita Sub 
Rosa is swallowed at the very beginning of the match! We hope 
nothing happens to her, but meanwhile, only nine players are left 
on Team Tibidoxs... Three werewolves headed by captain To- 
bush make their way to Goyaryn with the knockout ball... Will 
they really throw it at him? A tense moment! The defense is run- 
ning out of time, but... What a tail slap! Way to go, Goyaryn! The 
vacuum cleaner falls apart in mid-air. The werewolf hangs onto 
his headscarf-parachute, and captain Tobush quickly drags him 
off to the harbor, where, most likely, he’ll sit on Rita Sub Rosa’s 
captured guitar... The knockout ball bounces off Goyaryn’s teeth, 


never making it into his mouth... Sep-Tim-Ber surges forward... 
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Yes, yes! Tanya Grotter bypasses two werewolves and passes him 
the stupefying ball. He throws it! The werewolves’ dragon swal- 
lows the ball and immediately starts spinning around stupidly, 
blasting his own defenders with fire! Vitup... pardon me, Vitup 
Vituperych.... holds up the one-point score card. Coulda given us 
two points, just for the record, but what can you expect from 
such a pri... Gram, don’t hit me! I was just going to say ‘princi- 
pled umpire’ What’m I looking at here! The werewolves use 
their famous wedge attack on Goyaryn, literally wiping out Katya 
Lotkova. Another ram attack? Are you kidding me? When will 
they put an end to this foul play? Where are the referees’ eyes? 
Katya Lotkova lands. Her vacuum cleaner is damaged. She can no 
longer continue in the game. I think I see tears in her eyes. Do 
something, Academician! We have to stamp out the possibility of 
foul play right at the very start!” 

Bab-Yagun jumped up in outrage and turned toward Sar- 
danapal, but saw only his back. Chernomorov was going off 
somewhere in a hurry, followed by Meduziya’s surprised gaze. 
But Bab-Yagun had no time to think about where Sardanapal 
was disappearing to. The match continued. 

“Attention! Another tense moment! One of the werewolves’ 
strikers — looks like Grush — throws a ball — didn’t have time 
to notice which one — down Goyaryn’s throat, but doesn’t have 
time to get away himself! Goyaryn swallows them both. The ball 


explodes in his throat, and the werewolf just swallowed bullets 
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right back out. The dragon’s sneeze has knocked him thoroughly 
senseless. In any case... a goal was scored! The werewolves are 
awarded five points, taking the lead...) But Team Tibidoxs isn’t 
giving up! Zhora Zhikin intercepts the flame-trap ball and passes 
it to Tanya Grotter. Three werewolves close in on Tanya, and one 
— looks like it’s captain Tobush himself — turning on his jet ac- 
celeration, approaches from below. This is undoubtedly another 
ramming attempt, but... What a dive! The werewolves never ex- 
pected something like that could happen. Tanya tries to escape 
the trap. One of the werewolves almost cuts her off, but his 
medallion catches on one of the double bass’s tuning pegs. The 
chain breaks, and the medallion falls! Holy cow! Without his 
medallion, the werewolf instantly turns into a wolf. Now we 
know why they need those medallions. The wolf tries to hold 
onto his vacuum, but his paws slip and he falls off. A fair punish- 
ment for foul play. Here come the medics to fiddle around for a 
bit: bet they’ve never in their lives seen a pancake that could bite 
before!” Somewhere another bench cracked, and someone 
howled in protest. “You show ’em, Gram! The commentator must 
be protected... What’s this I see now! Tanya Grotter outsmarts 
the defense, dives under the dragon’s snout, dodges his gnashing 
teeth, and — throws the ball! The charm works! Instead of 
flames, the werewolves’ dragon now breathes out nothing but 
harmless smoke.” 


Having thrown the ball, Tanya again raced to the very top of 


43 O71» 


the magic dome and began waiting for the next ball — and there 
were only two left — to fly her way. She felt a connection with 
the double bass that she had never experienced before. It obeyed 
her every movement of the bow, and even the werewolves on 
their vacuum cleaners no longer dared to chase her. To demon- 
strate this, Tanya could not resist rushing right past their cap- 
tain, who, seeing she could not be grabbed, simply snapped his 
teeth maliciously at her. The battle was in full swing. The stands 
roared. Liza Zalizina and Demyan Goryanov collided headfirst 
while in pursuit of the knockout ball. Having finished sneezing, 
Goyaryn flew into a rage and immediately swallowed two were- 
wolves and, sadly, with them the captain of Team Tibidoxs, Jura 
Idiotsyudov. A moment later, Goyaryn casually spat out his vac- 
uum cleaner, as if it were nothing but the husk of a sunflower 
seed... Sep-Tim-Ber waved his hand, attracting Tanya’s atten- 
tion... Sure enough: the knockout ball flashed to the right, the 
werewolves already rushing after it. 

Pressing her chest to the double bass, Tanya stretched out 
her bow hand and surged forward, bravely squeezing through 
the tiny space between the werewolves. She caught the knockout 
ball, pain shooting through her as it connected with her palm, 
and at the last moment took a nosedive, evading her pursuers. 

Tobush angrily shouted something at her — clearly a threat 
of some kind — but the girl was already speeding toward the 


green dragon. However, by the time she reached him, it turned 
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out the ball was no longer needed. The defense had neglected 
their duty, and now both dragons — Goyaryn and the green one 
— were locked in aerial combat, the blasts from their wings scat- 
tering all the players who chanced to be nearby. To meddle with 
them now would be madness — Tanya would simply be crushed 
between the dragons’ bodies. 

“Are you seeing this?” Bab-Yagun cried at the top of his 
lungs. “This midair wrestling match? This shocking showdown? 
Red hot with rage, the ‘goals’ are duking it out with their tails, 
teeth, and wings... I would not want to be back in Goyaryn’s 
stomach right now, though that might be the safest place to be 
right now. Unless, of course, that troublemaker Idiotsyudov has 
started a fight with the werewolves in there. What will the refer- 
ees decide to do? Where’s the umpire? And where, lastly, are the 
mages on duty? Never before has a team scramble turned into a 
‘goal’ scramble...” 

Bab-Yagun trailed off abruptly. The platform on which he 
was standing suddenly began trembling. A deep crack ran across 
the ground, which by some miracle the two referees did not fall 
into. The stands collapsed, many of the spectators falling on top 
of each other. Below the earth, something started to drone, then 
snapped with a dry crack, like a tightly drawn cable being ripped 
in two. The main tower of Tibidoxs shook. It even seemed like it 
was about to topple over, but the tower remained standing. A 


vague male voice, which three times blared, “Beware chaos!”, 
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burst from the basements of Tibidoxs and rolled across the field. 
Both dragons suddenly let go of each other and nestled close to 
the ground, whimpering like frightened dogs. The match had 
paused on its own, even though there was no one there to stop 
it: the umpire Vitup had disappeared somewhere shortly before 
these strange events. 

The teachers whispered, jumped up from their seats, and, 
one by one, two by two, rushed back to Tibidoxs. The jinn hastily 
drove the dragons back into the hangars. For some reason, they 
did not resist, even regurgitating the swallowed players without 
objection. Both werewolves sported real shiners under their 
eyes; it was clear that Jura Idiotsyudov had roughed them up, 
getting off with only a torn-off sleeve and a few scratches. 

No one understood what was going on. Dusya Pupsikova 
shouted that it was the start of an earthquake, while Morbinya 
claimed the Titans had broken loose. Only when Sardanapal 
staggered onto the platform did everything become clear. He was 
pale, disheveled, his mustache drooping helplessly, his beard 
wound three times round his neck. The academician grabbed the 
megaphone from Bab-Yagun. His voice trembled: 

“Please remain calm. While the match was going on, some- 
one made their way into the Hidden Basement and cut the magic 
hair, releasing the voice of Drevnir from it, and then escaped 


through a passage dug by the unholy spirits! The cyclopes could 
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not stop them. Our life of tranquility has come to an end. I have 


no doubt we shall hear from Chuma-del-Tort before long...” 


4»? 31 11> 


Chapter 12 
GYES, KOTTOS, & BRIAREOS 


he next morning in Practical Magic, Professor Klopp 

looked extremely pleased. He swayed in his hammock, 

dangling his thin, crooked legs, and happily explained 
how to make an invisibility potion from fern flowers and shark 
oil. When it came time to practice, even Shurasik failed, and only 
Vanka Valyalkin’s head became invisible. Seeing a headless body 
stirring a cauldron with a spoon, Lieutenant Rzhevsky, who had 
just filtered in through the classroom wall, gave a wail of terror 
and rolled away in the passenger-less Phantom Wheelchair, 
screaming that a new ghost had appeared in Tibidoxs. 

“There! Und now there is something else I want to comment 
on!” said Professor Klopp in his heavy accent, returning Vanka’s 
head with the snap of a finger. “I am sure all of you are worried 
about the events of yesterday, und that you are asking yourselves 
why anyone would want to snip-snip the magic hair? What on 
earth even is this hair of Drevnir, und how does it differ from the 


feather of a white raven, the hoof of a centaur, the scales of a 
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dragon, or any other magic object? The hair of Drevnir is more 
than a magic object — it is a boundary! When Drevnir erected 
Tibidoxs, he saw the need for a boundary between darkness und 
light, between good und evil, between order und chaos. Can you 
fathom the depths of his genius? Even I myself cannot fathom it. 
He took his hair und established that boundary mit it. As long as 
the hair was intact, we had nothing to fear! You have all seen the 
divide in the great hall, where the fire separates the bright side 
from the dark? Right under that hall, in the vast depths of the 
Hidden Basement, was where the hair was kept! Only one golden 
sword could cut it, und therefore it was hidden in the lopukhoid 
realm. Someone stole the sword almost from under Grotter’s 
nose, und she whomp-whomp! — did nothing!” Here, Professor 
Klopp jabbed his finger at Tanya and, scrunching up his wrinkled 
kisser into a fist, gave a demonstration of exactly how she had 
gone “whomp-whomp.” 

Morbinya burst out laughing, and with her so did almost all 
the other dark siders. Tanya had no doubt that they would tease 
her with “whomp-whomp” for the rest of the day. 

“Well! Now that the hair is no more, und Tibidoxs no longer 
has reliable magic protection in place, anything could happen to 
the lot of us. Now we have only the Gates of Horror to protect us, 
so long as no one opens them,” Professor Klopp finished his 
speech, glancing at the clock. The eye on it was already lit up, re- 


minding them the start of Zuboderikha’s class was imminent. 
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“Class dismissed! You may go!” allowed Professor Klopp. His 
hammock retracted into the ceiling, where, on the floor above, 
he had his study, which he himself preferred to enter through the 
trapdoor. 

“Anyzing could happen to ze lot of us!” Bab-Yagun mimicked 
him. “That old coot! Shame he never made it to the Titans that 
time! Gram told me he got as far as the basement when he 
chanced upon a cyclops and started throwing punches at him. At 
first the cyclops thought he was one of the unholy spirits and al- 
most clubbed him to death, but then he recognized him, grabbed 
him, wrapped him in a handkerchief, and brought him to the 
magsick bay where my gram quickly cured him of his excess 
courage.” 

Tanya snorted, picturing how ridiculous the belligerent Pro- 
fessor Klopp must have looked, wriggling around in a not-very- 
clean cyclops handkerchief. Continuing to discuss the news, the 
friends headed over to Evil Eye Delivery. 

To their surprise, instead of Zuboderikha, Meduziya Gor- 
gonova showed up for the lesson. She seemed troubled and 
melancholy. 

“Don’t be alarmed. I shall be your substitute today,” she said 
flatly. “Zuboderikha is helping Vitup Vituperych put up addi- 
tional blocks around the Gates of Horror. After what happened 
yesterday, that seemed prudent. The cyclopes claim all the lower 


levels of Tibidoxs are literally filled with unholy spirits. Mind 
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you, so far we have managed to contain them... I’m sure that now 
you will all take my subject much more seriously.” 

“Oh no! What if they open the Gates of Horror!” Verka Popu- 
gaeva exclaimed in a panic. 

“That’s out of the question,” Meduziya snapped coldly. “Now, 
everyone, get out your notebooks!” 

Tanya casually nudged Vanka Valyalkin, who was sitting next 
to her, with her elbow: 

“Hey, aren't Vitup and Zuboderikha both dark siders? How 
can we trust them to cast spells and put up blocks? What if 
they’re working for Chuma-del-Tort?” she whispered. 

Vanka pulled his head into his shoulders and looked up fear- 
fully. Tanya had noticed long ago that all mages avoided uttering 
the name “Chuma-del-Tort,” choosing to say “The Nothing One” 
instead. Which was understandable: who'd want to risk some- 
thing bad happening to them the next minute? 

“Dark mages are as afraid of Her as we are,” Vanka whis- 
pered. “The Nothing One wanted to spread chaos. Don’t you 
know what she longed for most? Setting all the ancient gods of 
darkness imprisoned in Tibidoxs free, releasing the spirits of de- 
struction, and absorbing their power. After all, she was once 
trapped under Tibidoxs herself, but managed to escape, long 
ago, when the protective magic failed. And where there’s chaos, 
there’s no room for good and evil; there’s just nothingness, un- 


limited nothingness. It’s not hard to see why Sardanapal would 
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let dark siders put up blocks: they’re better at it. The strongest 
spells are almost all dark magic...” 

“Silence! If you continue talking, Pll change your seats!” 
Meduziya said sternly. 

She snapped her fingers matter-of-factly, and her assistants 
carried in a wooden box in which something was furiously 
writhing about. A deep blue throw had been tossed over the box. 

“Attention, class! The topic of our lesson today is ‘Kikimory 
and Shishigi.’ Let’s begin with the shishigi. They have been well- 
known to lopukhoids since ancient times and have contaminated 
much of their blood... Glomov, I would not advise you to touch 
that throw without having learned the necessary protective 
spells first! Have you forgotten what happened to you last year? 
If you grow a second nose on your forehead again, don’t count on 
me to help you like last time! Let’s continue...” 

After the bell, when everyone was starting to leave, 
Meduziya called Tanya over to her. 

“IT have some bad news,” she said. 

“Only some? Seems to me like there’s a lot of bad news going 
around,” Tanya countered playfully. 

Meduziya smiled slightly. 

“I didn’t tell the others about it because I didn’t want them 
to panic, but I'll tell you because I’m sure you know how to keep 
secrets... This morning I discovered that that scum of the marsh 


had vanished from my study. He couldn't have escaped by him- 
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self; someone opened his cage and let him out. And that can 
mean only one thing: somewhere, right here in Tibidoxs, The 
Nothing One has an ally. Someone who desperately wants her to 
regain her former power. That is who cut the hair and released 
the scum of the marsh... Be careful!” 

Tanya nodded. She was already heading for the door when 


she again heard Meduziya’s voice: 


Chaos will make good the ancient vow it swore, 


And from her tomb will rise The Nothing One once more... 


Tanya whirled around suddenly. Now she was convinced 
Meduziya knew she’d read the prophecy. But how? Had the jinni 
told her? 

“Look after yourself!” Meduziya said gently, which was not 
at all the way she spoke in her lessons. “I knew your father well, 
and I’m convinced that in his last moments he did everything he 
could to protect you, to protect you for a long time. That is why 
The Nothing One has stayed away these last ten years. Even now, 
I know she’s not nearly so strong as she was before. Just don’t 
lose what Leopold gave you.” Meduziya pronounced those last 
words with distinct emphasis. 

Tanya tensed, realizing Meduziya was trying to tell her 


something important. Was she referring to what Agukh had been 
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trying to take from her? What, even before that, that loathsome 
old woman had gasped to Uncle German in his dream? 

“But what did he give me? What?” she asked. 

“Don’t you know?” Meduziya said with a meaningful expres- 
sion. 

“No. Don’t you? Don’t you know?” 

Meduziya narrowed her eyes. 

“I have an idea what it might be, but I don’t know what it 
might look like,” she said, and without adding anything else, she 
left the classroom just as Bab-Yagun poked his head in, sending 


Tanya cryptic signals. 


e 
Rushing out into the corridor, Tanya found that Bab-Yagun and 
Vanka Valyalkin were all worked up about something. 

“Know what Shurasik just told us? He was in Professor 
Klopp’s study — he wanted to ask if he could do seven home- 
work assignments instead of one — and guess what he saw? A 
giant vulture with a bare neck! Klopp called him the Macabre 
Griffon! Shurasik nearly fainted when he saw him. You know his 
fainting spells. Since we all started wearing his hearts, he gets so 
emotional, he has them three times a day...” 

As soon as they mentioned the bird, Tanya instantly remem- 
bered the monster that had suddenly attacked her in the air, try- 
ing to throw her off the double bass. What if that had been the 
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Macabre Griffon? If he lived with Klopp, that meant Klopp was 
the one who'd ordered that attack. In that case, there could be no 
doubt: Klopp was Chuma-del-Tort’s accomplice. 

“Who'd have thought it!” Vanka continued to rant. “Klopp! 
We completely forgot about him! I mean, when I overheard 
Meduziya and Zuboderikha talking that time, they only men- 
tioned Vitup and... Sardanapal. But after all, Klopp could be The 
Nothing One’s accomplice just as easily!” 

“Listen, was he at the match?” asked Tanya. 

“Nope, he wasn't. I’m positive of that. His seat was empty, so 
Glomov came over and took it so he could see better,’ said Vanka 
Valyalkin. 

Bab-Yagun and Tanya looked at each other meaningfully. 

“Come to think of it, Klopp’s study is right by Meduziya’s. 
Same corridor in fact,” Bab-Yagun mentioned offhandedly. 

He said nothing more, but it was clear what he meant. Klopp 
would have no trouble sneaking into Meduziya’s study while she 
was in class and releasing his henchman Agukh. 

“Yeah, Klopp’s pretty suspicious all right. And besides, he’s a 
dark sider. You heard how happy he sounded today when he said 
Tibidoxs no longer has reliable magical protection. I bet if we 
were to sneak into his study tonight, we’d learn a lot,” said 
Vanka. 

“So what’s stopping us? Are we gonna investigate Klopp’s 


study, or are we chicken? Keep in mind if we get caught, we'll be 


4? 319 > 


in deep for sure. They could kick us out of the bright side and 
brand us all dark mages, or even take away our magic powers 
and expel us from Tibidoxs. But you're not chicken, right, yellow 
T-shirt?” asked Bab-Yagun, looking to get a rise out of Vanka. 

“I’m not chicken! Let’s meet in the drawing room at one in 
the morning and go to Klopp’s. Until then, stay out of my sight, 
grandma’s boy,” said Vanka, and, turning around, left — rail thin 
and determined in the patched-and-repatched T-shirt he still 
stubbornly preferred over the school robes. They couldn't help 
wondering why? 

Halfway back to her room, Tanya ran into Thwak. The 
pithecanthropus veterinary magic instructor was out walking 
with a small cage, in which sat a homely squirrel whose fur was 
falling out, a golden nut held in her paws. 

“Broke her tooth, this one,” said Thwak. “Chews on every- 
thing she can find. She’s the one that poet wrote about... Oh, 
what’s his name...? Always good for a laugh, descended from a 
moor...” 

“Pushkin,” prompted Tanya. 

“That’s the one!” Thwak rejoiced. “Didn’t know him person- 
ally, did you? He stayed with us here at Tibidoxs once, by the 
way. No, not as a student; just as a... Sardanapal flew him in ona 
carpet. Usually lopukhoids aren't invited here, but seems they 
made an exception for him... Afterwards, if 1 remember right, he 


wrote something about Buyan...” Thwak took a good look at 
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Tanya’s face and vigorously rubbed his forehead. “Hey, what’s 
with the long face? Spit it out!” 

Tanya, unable to hold back, told him all about the bare- 
necked bird in Klopp’s study, and how he had attacked her, trying 
to knock her off the double bass. 

“No way, Klopp cannot be the traitor! Get that thought out of 
your head this minute! I’ve known him for a long, long time. And 
Sardanapal’s been treating him the same as always...” Thwak 
stated categorically. “And as for him having the Macabre Griffon, 
that still needs to be proved.” 

The squirrel darted about the cage. Thwak slipped one of his 
thick fingers between the bars and stroked her reassuringly. 

“What’s with her? She’s usually so calm. Must be a 
toothache... Well, I’m off...” 

And the pithecanthropus left, hugging the cage to his chest. 

He doesn’t believe Klopp has the Macabre Griffon... Well, what 
bird did Shurasik see, then? No, we still need to investigate Klopp’s 
study, decided Tanya. 

Entering her room, she found Morbinya lounging about on 
her bed as usual. Her mouth was open, and floating right in 
through the window were chocolates which Morbinya was no 
doubt stealing from someone via telekinesis. Speaking of which, 
doing that sort of thing was exactly how she ended up in the 
dark department of Tibidoxs. Mind you, Morbinya had gone by a 


different name in the lopukhoid realm, and she hadn’t taken 
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sweets, but rather watches and wallets in the subway, but she’d 
done so with the help of that same hocus-pocus. 

As soon as Tanya set foot inside the room, one of the choco- 
lates suddenly changed course and tried to plow into her fore- 
head, but thanks to her drakonbol training, Tanya easily caught it 
and popped it in her mouth. 

“Thanks, Morbinny! Think you could throw me another 
one?” Tanya asked mockingly. 

Sepulchrova didn’t move a muscle, yet somehow she clearly 
flinched. 

Going over to her bed, Tanya found that although her double 
bass’s case was still in the same place as before, it had shifted to 
the right by about the length of a matchbox. Tanya had a well- 
trained eye for detail: not surprisingly after living next to Pipa all 
those years. Tanya opened the case and her suspicion was con- 
firmed: someone had been rummaging through her things. It 
was obvious, although whoever had looked inside her case had 
tried their best to hide it. Nevertheless, they had accidentally 
swapped some things around anyway. 

“Tell me the truth! Have you been going through my things?” 
Tanya asked severely, looming over Morbinya. 

“Nuh-uh, wasn’t me. I don’t go through garbage,” replied 
Sepulchrova, wiping her chocolate-stained lips with a pillow. 


“If not you, then who? You know perfectly well no one be- 
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sides us can get into this room. There’s a restricted access spell 
in place!” Tanya was skeptical. 

Morbinya burst out laughing: 

“Is that what they teach you in your little bright department! 
Restricted access spells are child’s play to game! All you do is say 
Tumanus proshmygus and go through the door backwards. The 
spell will think you’re a ghost and let you through. No self-re- 
specting spell works on ghosts. There’s just one catch: when you 
leave, don’t touch the knob or else.” 

“So it really wasn’t you?” 

“Leave me alone!” Sepulchrova snapped. 

Tanya sighed. Even if Morbinya had done it, it would be im- 
possible to prove it now. She wondered what everyone kept 
looking through her things for. Could it be that thing Meduziya 
had spoken about so mysteriously? 

Meanwhile, Morbinya had opened her wardrobe and pulled 
out a small, transparent box. Multicolored mist snaked around 
inside the box, on top of which was a big pink ear spinning on a 
short pin. 

“What's that?” Tanya asked suspiciously. Her roommate 
stared at her like she was a poor dumb fool. 

“It’s a listener,” she explained condescendingly. “It taps into 
whatever’s going on in the lopukhoid realm and passes it along 
to me, dearest... But mostly this gizmo just picks up TV signals.” 


Morbinya flipped the big ear, and it began spinning twice as 
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fast. At the same time, a voice came pouring out of the box that 
Tanya recognized as that of a popular newscaster. 

“Onto our next segment, Scandals of the Week. Well-known 
businessman and politician German Durnev has done something 
rather eccentric. After foregoing the last round of elections, he 
founded a society for rabbit fanciers and adopted ninety-two 
rabbits, all of which now share his apartment on Rublevskoye 
Shosse. On your screens, you can see how the rabbits, which Ger- 
man Nikitich doesn’t keep in cages out of principle, run around 
the apartment and even drive a whimpering dachshund under 
the sofa... And here is another shot: German Nikitich and the 
rabbits drinking water out of the same bowl, while his daughter 
Penelopa climbs up on the table so the rabbits can’t chew on her 
slippers...” 

Tanya was actually bouncing on her bed, she wanted so 
much to see what was happening herself, but, alas, she could 
only hear the sound. The listener did not capture images. 

“I’m tewiffically happy. I used to be nasty all the time, and I 
didn’t like anyone, but now I feel gweat: all wabbits are my 
fwiends! Evewy day we walk with them on the gwass! I cwick my 
tongue like this: tsk-tsk, and they wun wight up to me! I’m their 
number one wabbit!” Tanya listened as Uncle German’s voice, 
gushing with happiness and contentment, was interrupted by a 


characteristic crunch: Uncle German, it seemed, was gnawing 
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away on a head of lettuce. The crunching, in turn, was drowned 
out by something like a lion’s roar: Aunt Ninel’s sobbing. 

“I should have ground these rabbits up in the mixer! They’ve 
torn off all my wallpaper! They don’t like Pipa or me, but they 
follow him around like crazy! And just look in the bathroom: 
they have their own little bathtub in there!” she shouted, appar- 
ently snatching the microphone from the reporter. “My husband 
lost his mind after the disappearance of our foster daughter 
Tanya Grotter! I loved her like she was my own... We did every- 
thing for her, and that rotten, ungrateful brat ran away! My hus- 
band’s political rivals put her up to it!” 

“And my GP hasn’t come to our rescue!” Pipa sobbed. “And 
after I asked him to whack all these rabbits with his broom! Eek, 
don’t slobber on my leg, you ugly-eared creature!” 

Interrupting the transmission at the most interesting part, 
Morbinya stopped the spinning ear and put the listener back into 
her wardrobe. 

“Well, well, turns out you’re a rotten, ungrateful brat! And af- 
ter they did everything for you? Yes, ma’am — I should take 
notes from you!” said Morbinya teasingly. 

But Tanya barely heard her. She was thinking about some- 
thing else: it seemed that Uncle German was finally happy. How 
important it is to find your true purpose in life! And if he ever 


needed money, he could easily get a job in a circus: the rabbits 
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would do anything for him without needing to be trained. And 


the act could be called, perhaps, “The Number One Rabbit.” 


e 

Around midnight, Morbinya finally deigned to fall asleep. Wait- 
ing until she started to snore, Tanya carefully stood up. The Dark 
Drapes reached out to get her, but whispering a defense spell, 
the girl fired a green spark at them and left the room. Soon Bab- 
Yagun and Vanka Valyalkin appeared in the drawing room. 
Yagge’s grandson was struggling with the most sinister-looking 
medieval cloak, with a hood so big it could hide not only his 
chubby-cheeked head and ruffled crew cut, but, if necessary, a 
knight’s plumed helmet as well. As for Vanka, he hadn’t changed 
at all, remaining in the same trademark T-shirt. Along the way, 
Valyalkin scarfed down a cutlet — the only thing his defective 
magic tablecloth could produce, not counting pickled cucum- 
bers. 

Going down the stairs, they slipped past the ribbon of fire in 
the Hall of Two Forces. Now that the hair was cut, light and dark- 
ness were not separated so clearly as before: in many places the 
fire seemed to have faded and died out. Where this happened, 
vague, black shadows tried to break through from the dark side 
of the hall. Bats flew into the invisible barrier with piercing 
squeaks, and ominous yellow eyes flickered in the corners, fad- 


ing away in one place, immediately flaring up in another. The 
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glowing firebirds on the bright side flapped their wings and rus- 
tled their tails in alarm, spraying iridescent sparks in all direc- 
tions. 

Listening vigilantly to every rustle, the friends made their 
way to the teachers’ floor only to have the ghost of a moaning 
lady in a hat bedecked with rosettes suddenly float out of the 
wall and block their path. 

“Beautiful night we’re having, my sweets. How is your 
health?” she asked in anguish, wringing her hands. 

Tanya was about to answer, but Bab-Yagun tugged her arm. 

“Shh! Don’t start talking to her! That’s the Incurable Lady 
Malady! If you say one word to her, she'll go on pestering us all 
night!” 

“Why are you silent? I only asked how your health was. Is it 
really that hard for you to answer?” Lady Malady asked re- 
proachfully. Her pale, half-transparent face expressed noble be- 
wilderment. 

Tanya became uncomfortable, and, despite Bab-Yagun’s 
warning, she mumbled: “Can’t complain.” In that very instant, 
Lady Malady’s face changed. It swelled to the size of a juicy wa- 
termelon, her mouth widened like a slot in a mailbox, and words 
shot out from it as if from a machine gun: 

“Can’t complain? Have you no shame! Oh, J, on the other 
hand... My health is terrible... My blood pressure’s been up and 


down all day today, and after dinner my legs started to go numb. 
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And I thought to myself, ‘This is not good. Someone shall defi- 
nitely die in the very near future. You'll see! When my legs go 
numb, that always means someone is going to die. But in the 
meantime, would you like to look at my throat? I’m sure you'll be 
moved by how red it is...” 

“Let’s just run!” Vanka yelled, and they charged down the 
corridor. The Incurable Lady, not lagging behind, flew after them, 
mournfully complaining of her ailments and begging them to feel 
her pulse, then to take a look at what a listless tongue she had. 

Finally, when they had almost reached Professor Klopp’s 
study, the Incurable Lady fell behind and withdrew into the wall, 
calling them heartless boors as she departed. 

“Why d’ya go and talk to her for?” Bab-Yagun pounced on 
Tanya. “I told you in plain Russian: don’t talk to her!” 

“I didn’t want to hurt her feelings!” Tanya said, embarrassed. 
Bab-Yagun started pouting again, clearly planning to lecture her, 
but Vanka Valyalkin decisively cut him off: 

“All right, Yagun, stop wailing! We have to move quickly if we 
want to snoop through Klopp’s study and get out of here before 
she comes back with someone. Besides, it’s not like running into 
Lady Malady is the worst thing that could have happened. She 
never remembers faces, and anyway, she’s got porridge for 
brains... If we’d bumped into the lieutenant, it would’ve been five 
times worse.” 


Getting into Klopp’s study proved to not be at all easy. Al- 
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though the door was unlocked, the handle slipped from their 
hands as soon as they touched it, and the door itself, as if laugh- 
ing at them, pulsed in little ripples. 

“What a dirty trick! There’s a guarding spell on it, all right, 
and a powerful one at that! We can’t get in!” Bab-Yagun hissed in 
disappointment. 

“Wait, let me give it a shot!” Tanya pushed him aside and, 
whispering Tumanus proshmygus, pushed against the door with 
her back. 

A spark flew out of her ring, and the next moment she real- 
ized she was already inside the study. 

“This is a nightmare! That spark was red! I performed dark 
magic! That’s it! I’m going to faint!” the ring exclaimed in horror. 

“If you’re gonna faint, then shut up and faint already!” Tanya 
snapped. 

“Don’t rush me! My, my, how impatient you are! I'll faint 
when I’m good and ready!” the signet ring declared in a huff and, 
whether for real or just pretend, fainted. 

Professor Klopp’s study was dark and gloomy, without a sin- 
gle window. It looked more like an ordinary closet than anything 
else. A musty smell filled the stale air. To the right stood a cabi- 
net with grade books for the dark department, over which Klopp 
presided as dean. Despite the fact the cabinet was locked by sev- 


eral strong spells, the grade books bounced around inside, and 
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soon ink stains were seeping out between the pages, forming 
into words in midair: 

Performance Reviews for the Quarter: 

Rita Sub Rosa. Great deal of spite, nicht enough malice! 

Demyan Goryanov. Excellent vile character! 

Roma Kislyakov. Nicht vindictive enough! 

Sep-Tim-Ber. Starts fights, but doesn’t kick people when 
they’re down! Additional defilement exercises. 

Morbinya Sepulchrova. Outstanding narcissism, aston- 
ishing duplicity! Smart cookie! 

Tanya carefully searched every corner of the room for the 
vulture, but the bare-necked bird was nowhere to be found. She 
did, however, find a perch behind the cabinet, under which lay a 
few dark feathers smeared with the sickening stench of drop- 
pings. 

Not daring to go near the desk, around which powerful dark 
magic spells crackled with little sparks, Tanya was ready to care- 
fully slip back out of the study when she caught sight of a large 
mirror covered with a sickly green sheet. 

The girl went over to pull off the sheet, but she didn’t get the 
chance to. The sheet slipped off by itself. At the same time, a long 
yellow candle flashed to life on either side of the mirror. Tanya 
looked into the glass, expecting to see her own reflection there, 
but the matte surface of the mirror did not reflect anything. It re- 


mained blank, like the surface of a lake at night. Only occasion- 
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ally did a vague white mist swirl in the depths of the glass. Tanya 
was about to move on when on the other side of the glass, sev- 
eral lights flashed all at once. Someone or something approached 
through the darkness, cracked gray walls started to appear. Not 
the ones that were in Klopp’s study, but completely different 
ones — close, damp, located, apparently, somewhere deep, deep 
underground, even lower than the basements of Tibidoxs. Re- 
sounding footsteps echoed far down empty corridors. Tanya saw 
a long procession of unholy spirits: little furry creatures carrying 
a massive stone coffin in which lay a loathsome old woman with 
a bony face. Under the weight of the coffin, the unholy spirits 
could only take a few dozen steps before falling down exhausted 
and freezing in semi-dark shapeless lumps, only to be immedi- 
ately replaced by new porters who stubbornly continued to drag 
the coffin along. 

Tanya’s heart sank. The mole on the tip of her nose — the 
mark of an old bite — throbbed with fiery pain. The girl felt like 
it was either shrinking to the size of a grain of sand, or becoming 
large and swollen, like a bean. 

Suddenly, the procession stopped. The unholy spirits dis- 
played the coffin before Tanya. The loathsome old woman sat up 
and rested her gaze, burning with hatred, directly on the girl’s 
face. Tanya felt she could not even turn away. She watched, un- 


blinking, as the old woman took a large hourglass from the cof- 
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fin, down which ran black sand in a thin stream. There was al- 
ready little sand left to run — less than half. 

“It won't be long now!” said the old woman, her dead lips 
curling in a smile. “Wait for me, little Grotter! Soon I will get 
what is rightfully mine!” 

The procession walked slowly and solemnly past the glass 
and disappeared down the distant corridor. The candles in the 
hands of the unholy spirits went out, and where the coffin had 
been, letters woven from bluish fire flared up: Give me what 
you're hiding! 

When the letters melted away, Tanya felt she could move 
again. Without throwing the sheet back over the mirror, she 
rushed to the door and, forgetting about Morbinya’s warning, 
grabbed the handle. The door opened, but a deafening ringing 
immediately echoed throughout the teachers’ floor. Hundreds of 
red exclamation marks hung in the air, making up the words: 
“Warning! The Magic Barrier on Professor Klopp’s Study 
Has Been Breached!” There was no doubt the ringing could be 
heard even in the farthest ends of Tibidoxs, and that soon all the 
teachers would be there. 

Tanya ran out into the corridor. Bab-Yagun stared at her in a 
strange, even wary manner. 

“You know what color spark shot out of your ring when you 
went in there: red! You cast a dark spell!” he shouted. His voice 


was drowned out by the howl of sirens. 
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“Never mind what she cast! Let’s just run for it!” Grabbing 
Tanya by the sleeve, Vanka Valyalkin pulled her to the stairs lead- 
ing to the Hall of Two Forces. 

But they were too slow. From over that way they could al- 
ready hear the stamping of feet and the zealous voice of Vitup Vi- 
tuperych: “Hurry, call the cyclopes! Whoever’s responsible, they 
won't get away! I'll fix them! I'll put such a spell of obedience on 
them, they’ll even wipe their nose on command for the rest of 
their life!” 

Their path was cut off. Now they could not possibly make it 
back to their rooms. There was only one possible escape route 
left: a distant staircase leading down into the basements of 
Tibidoxs. The friends stopped in bewilderment. They couldn't 
decide which was better, or, more precisely, which was worse: 
falling into the clutches of an angry Vitup, who had long 
dreamed of sticking it to Sardanapal by catching one of the 
bright siders red-handed, or taking a risk and plunging into the 
basements, the entrance to which was strictly forbidden. 

But Vitup was already closing in on them, apoplectic and 
sputtering with fury, and his proximity forced them to take des- 
perate measures. 

“Well, what are you waiting for?” Tanya shouted, and was the 
first to rush down the steps of the basement staircase. 

No sooner had they run down ten or so flights of stairs than 


darkness closed in on them on all sides. The voice of Vitup Vitu- 
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perych, calling out all sorts of misfortunes on their heads, melted 
away. Finally, they heard him, having reached the stairs, shout 
down: 

“You down there, whoever you are, you won't be able to get 
back up! I’m going to cast a triple recognition spell on these 
stairs not even Sardanapal himself will be able to break! If you 
poke your head up here again — you'll regret it instantly! It’s ei- 
ther get eaten alive by unholy spirits, or be captured by the cy- 
clopes!” 

In pitch darkness, they continued their descent below until 
finally the stairs ended. Tanya had never gone so deep under 
Tibidoxs before. Dozens of straight corridors went off in all di- 
rections, lit only by torches that flared up as they were ap- 
proached, then immediately died down. 

“Did you hear what Vitup said? This way’s cut off. We have to 
find the other staircase that leads to the Great Tower. I just know 
it’s gotta be around here somewhere... Over there, I think,” said 
Bab-Yagun. 

Taking charge, he headed down one of the corridors, but a 
crackling barrier suddenly appeared in their path, from which 
red burning sparks shot off in all directions. Just as an experi- 
ment, Vanka Valyalkin took a torch down from the wall and 
thrust it through. In that same moment, something flashed, and 
the part of the torch that had come into contact with the barrier 


turned to ash. 
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“So, we’ve run smack into one of Vitup’s spells! Can’t get 
through this way now!” Bab-Yagun said, chagrinned. “We'll have 
to go through the mazework and try to find another way out.” 

Going through the mazework could not lead to anything 
good. That was clear from the very beginning, but all the same 
Tanya held her tongue, at least until they finally accepted they 
were lost. All the corridors looked absolutely the same, and in 
the branches that could have led them to the desired staircase, 
magic barriers always popped up in their way. It looked like 
Vitup and Zuboderikha had done a great job. 

When at last they finally acknowledged they had gotten lost, 
Tanya, followed by Vanka and Bab-Yagun, stopped and began to 
hold council. 

“Sure, we can always cast a summoning spell, and then 
they'll come find us, but I really don’t feel like doing that... I hate 
wiping my nose on command, and Vitup will definitely force us 
to submission if he gets to us first,” said Vanka Valyalkin. “By the 
way... Have you noticed something strange about the base- 
ments? They seem suspiciously quiet.” 

“You're right,” agreed Tanya. “We were told there were a ton 
of unholy spirits here, but for some reason I haven’t seen them 
anywhere.” 

“Shh! But they see us!” Bab-Yagun choked out, suddenly 
grabbing Tanya by the hand and showing her what had just ap- 
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peared behind her. Tanya spun around. From the nearest dark 
corridor, eyes blazing with hatred stared out at them. 

“Ognis!” shouted Vanka Valyalkin, firing a spark from his ring 
that lit up the corridor. 

Tanya recognized the coarse fur and the familiar yellow 
horns. Agukh! In his hands the scum of the marsh was holding a 
short pipe, into which he hastily thrust a needle with a drop of 
dark liquid on the end. 

“You will diiie! Diiie! In hawrrible agony!” he hissed. 

“Watch out!” Tanya shouted, suddenly jumping out of the 
way. 

A second later, the needle hit the stone where her face had 
just been and broke. But Agukh, muttering curses, was already 
hastily loading another needle into the pipe. 

“Motis-botis-obormotis!” Tanya exclaimed quickly. 
Meduziya’s lessons and grueling drills had finally paid off! No 
wonder Meduziya said that a real master of magic should not 
only know a spell, but that its use should come second nature to 
them. 

Dropping his pipe, the scum of the marsh was knocked flat 
on his back, but he quickly jumped back up again and darted off 
down the web of dark corridors. 

“Hurry! He can show us the way out! Come back here!” Bab- 
Yagun shouted, rushing after Agukh. 


The frightened scum, running ajog and clicking his crooked 
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legs, skillfully wove through the mazework, now and then choos- 
ing the most unlikely means of escape. So it was when, having 
reached a magic barrier, he did not dash into it, which all but 
guaranteed instant death, but abruptly made straight for the 
wall, and passing through it disappeared. This was all the more 
remarkable considering scums of the marsh haven't the power 
to pass through solid objects. Realizing, given his momentum, he 
wouldn't be able to stop in time, Bab-Yagun stretched out his 
arms, hoping to somehow soften the inevitable impact. But no 
impact came. In the blink of an eye he found himself on the other 
side of the wall, in a short corridor that ended in a great hall, 
from which came the sound of laughter and the slapping of 
cards. 

Agukh had disappeared somewhere, but Bab-Yagun no 
longer needed him. He cautiously turned around and saw that he 
had just come through a small, half circle arch drawn as if with a 
golden curtain. Directly behind the arch stood Vanka Valyalkin 
and Tanya, who, clearly unable to see him, were looking all 
around for him. 

Bab-Yagun smiled. He had already realized the golden arch 
was a secret passage, and that they would have never found it 
had it not been for the fleeing scum who had learned its and all 
the others’ whereabouts. Unable to resist the temptation, Bab- 
Yagun thrust his hand through the arch and suddenly grabbed 


Vanka by the collar. Vanka gasped with horror as a strange hand 
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reached through the solid wall and grabbed his collar, and 
stopped pulling away only when his friend’s head poked out of 
the wall, too. 

“Knock it off!” Bab-Yagun whispered. “Follow me!” 

“Through the wall? Do I look like a ghost to you!” Tanya, ex- 
asperated, looked dubiously at the head of her pal, fat-cheeked 
and snub-nosed with pinprick nostrils, sticking out of the stone 
wall. 

“Do I? It’s a magic wall!” Bab-Yagun bristled. 

Tanya, with Vanka close behind her, passed through the wall, 
and together they all crept along the corridor. Reaching the end, 
they cautiously stuck out their heads and saw they were at the 
entrance to a great hall with a vaulted ceiling blackened by 
smoke. The entire far wall was occupied by massive copper gates 
with handles in the shape of lion’s heads, each holding a ring in 
its teeth. 

Not far from the gates, the bruiser-bogatyrs Usynya, 
Gorynya, and Dubynya were sitting in front of a burning fire, 
playing self-shuffling cards. Usynya had just lost, and the cards, 
leaping up, struck him on the nose, much to the delight of his 
brothers. along his beaten nose, were taken under the laughter 
of his contented brothers. Meanwhile, an entire bull, impaled on 
a spit, was being smoked over the fire. From time to time cy- 
clopes marching with axes and clubs would appear in the vast 


side galleries, salivating hungrily and casting greedy glances at 
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the bull. Then one of the bruiser-bogatyrs would stand up and 
face them menacingly, a fine-looking hammer clutched in his 
beefy fist. After this universal gesture, even the slow-witted cy- 
clopes would understand the bogatyrs were not inclined to 
share their dinner with them. 

Tanya, like the cyclopes, was well aware it was better not to 
get involved with Usynya, Gorynya, and Dubynya unless abso- 
lutely necessary, and she hastily drew back her head. Bab-Yagun 
and Vanka did the same. 

“Did you guys notice?” whispered Vanka. “They all have little 
hearts on their chests! Shurasik and his ‘Dearly Devoted’ badges 
have been here! He sure works fast! Wonder how he managed 
not to get clobbered by them? Guess he learned all their ridicu- 
lous passwords and countersigns.” 

“What are they doing here in the basement?” asked Tanya. 

“Isn't it obvious?” Bab-Yagun looked at her in disbelief. “You 
saw where they’re sitting. They’re guarding the Gates of Horror!” 

As soon as he said “Gates of Horror,” a chill ran down Tanya’s 
spine, and she stared at the lions with rings in their teeth and at 
the heavy copper doors with new eyes. Roughly three times the 
height of a fully-grown human, the Gates were bolted shut with 
the trunk of an enormous oak tree. At that moment, the Gates 
suddenly began rumbling so violently, even the walls of the base- 
ment started to shake. Then, without any prior heating, the cop- 


per went incandescent, the Gates buckled under the overpower- 
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ing pressure, and from the other side a terrible face — without a 
nose or eyes, only an open mouth — imprinted itself in the 
molten copper. At the same time, thousands of wild and furious 
voices wailed and groaned from behind the Gates. Chaos, impris- 
oned in the underground dungeon, was once again trying to 
break out. 

“Hey, in there! Pipe down! We’ve had enough of yer horsing 
around!” barked Usynya without even turning his head. Appar- 
ently the bogatyr brothers had long since grown accustomed to 
the rampaging of pagan gods and the tricks of the spirits of 
chaos, howling and beating against the magic barrier. 

“There’s the second staircase to the Great Tower! But how 
are we gonna make it there? Those blockheads’ll notice us in a 
heartbeat!” Bab-Yagun jabbed a finger at the crumbling ancient 
steps leading up from where Dubynya sat yawning on the floor, 
dealing cards. 

Vanka smiled. What a nice smile that boy had! Tanya could 
literally feel everything inside her grow warm. 

“There’s one thing we can try! I pulled this trick on Idiotsyu- 
dov once to stop him from throwing punches every five minutes,” 
he said quietly. “When I count to three, close your eyes and don’t 
open them until I say so! One... two...” 

“Gah, sweet mother my gram!” exclaimed Bab-Yagun, cover- 
ing his eyes with his hands. 


Tanya closed her eyes. She heard Vanka say “three,” then 
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something cracked loudly, followed by a bright flash — notice- 
able even through closed eyelids. 

“Tcan’t see a thing!” Usynya suddenly yelled. 

“Now run for it! We've only got a minute,” whispered Vanka. 

Opening her eyes, Tanya saw that Usynya, Dubynya, and 
Gorynya were jumping around, rubbing their eyelids with their 
fists while fading pink smoke drifted above the fire. Not waiting 
for the bruiser-bogatyrs to regain their sight, the friends quickly 
ran between them and rushed up the stairs. Shouting and the 
dull sound of blows soon came from below. It seemed the cy- 
clopes had tried to make off with the brothers’ bull, only to have 
the brothers, their sight restored, explain in a way they could un- 
derstand why that was a mistake. 

“How'd you do that?” Tanya marveled at him, realizing that 
as long as Usynya, Gorynya, and Dubynya were busy with the cy- 
clopes, they wouldn't be chasing after them. 

“It was nothing, really. Just some amber, sundew root, and a 
few strands of sphinx hair! Works like a charm when you toss it 
into a fire,” explained Vanka Valyalkin. 

“Showing off again? How’d you get the sphinx hair? Sardana- 
pal’s won't let anyone near him!” asked Bab-Yagun, who couldn't 
stand when Vanka outdid him in anything. 

“He won't let you near him because he doesn’t like arrogant 
jerks. I'm the one who took out his splinter, remember?” 


Valyalkin replied. 
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Fuming, Bab-Yagun’s ears turned crimson. 

The crumbling staircase, along which they were climbing, 
was carved into the granite foundation. It looked so old, it was 
quite obvious the staircase had been there since before Tibidoxs 
itself had been built, or at least since construction was just be- 
ginning. While Tanya was wondering how many thousands of 
years old it was, her magic signet ring suddenly slipped off her 
finger and started bouncing down the stairs. 

“Stop! I dropped my ring!” Tanya shouted, hurrying after it. 

Having bounced down ten steps, the ring suddenly froze 
midair and fired off a spark. In her rush to catch it, Tanya hastily 
leaned forward, and the stone step swung out from under her 
feet. Too late she noticed the greenish glow over the step! Magic 
again! Unsuccessfully grabbing at the air, Tanya fell down, down, 
down. Picking up speed, she raced into the void, frantically try- 
ing to put on her ring, which she was clenching in her fist, and 
call out Oyoyoys gimyakis bryakis. For several long seconds she 
fell through a narrow tunnel, until suddenly she noticed that she 
had stopped. Someone had caught her midair, and a moment 
later Tanya realized she was lying on a giant, calloused hand, a 
monstrous, bearded head looming over her. 

Good grief! I bumped into the Titans! That’s it, I’m gonna 
faint! Tanya said to herself, but for some reason she did not. 
What a letdown! 


Looking around, she saw that she was in a confined cave, 
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hacked out of solid rock, in which three Titans stood shoulder to 
shoulder — Kottos, Briareos, and Gyes. Hundred-handed, fifty- 
headed, with matted hair that had grown over many millennia, 
the Titans were so colossal, the bruiser-bogatyrs, had they been 
nearby, would have looked like year-old children by comparison. 
The narrow cave seemed like it could hardly contain such power. 
The Titans’ sharp eyes, accustomed to the darkness, gazed in- 
tently at Tanya. 

And then the Titan holding her, the eldest of the three, sud- 
denly held out a finger as thick as a telegraph pole. Tanya 
shielded herself with her arms, expecting to be crushed. The Ti- 
tan chuckled good-naturedly and, clumsily brushing against her 
hair, took away his finger. 

“Who... are... you...? I... am... Bri-ar-e-os... and... they... are... 
Ko-ttos... and... Gy-es...” he said, struggling with human speech. 

“Tanya... Tanya Grotter... I fell down here by accident; please 
don’t kill me!” 

“Tanya GRO...” roared all fifty of Briareos’s heads. 

Tanya staggered, the terrible din nearly knocking her off her 
feet. 

“Leo... Gro... So... Gro... yur... pa-en...? They... made... pas- 
sage,” said Kottos and Gyes. There was tenderness in their boom- 
ing voices, though they had even greater difficulty forming 
words than Briareos. 


“Sofya and Leopold Grotter? Those are my mom and dad. So 
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they dug out this passage?” Tanya was amazed and unbelievably 
relieved. If her parents had been friends with the Titans, then 
she had nothing to fear. 

Eager to make out her words, the Titans turned their over- 
grown ears toward her and nodded. Now it became clear to 
Tanya why the ring had slipped off her finger and fired that 
spark. It was responding to its own magic, which it itself had 
produced so many years ago, when it was on the finger of her fa- 
ther, Leopold. 

“They... not... with... you...? Why... not... come...?” Briareos 
asked, his words hard to understand. 

“They’re dead... Chuma-del-Tort killed them,” Tanya said, 
struggling to get her own words out. 

“Chua-el-Tor! Chua-el-Tor!” repeated Gyes and Kottos, their 
faces twisted with hatred. 

With terrible force they began to beat the walls with their 
fists. Chips of granite fell. It seemed all of Tibidoxs was shaking 
above. Tanya fell and covered her ears with her hands. Noticing 
this, the Titans, getting a hold of themselves, stopped. Tanya saw 
that many of the heads were crying, and large tears were getting 
caught in their tousled beards. 

“Yur... pa-en... were... good... peo-le!” Briareos’s main head 
boomed, sobbing. “They... took pi-ty... on us... and wan-ted... to 
help us... That why... they made... pas-sage. You would... have 


been... just... lit-tle girl... Leo-pol... tried his best... to pro-tec-tu... 
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so you would... ne-ver have... an-y-thing to fear... In that... he 
suc-ceeded... You took a-way... all Chua’s po-wer... But be care- 
ful... Chua can still... get it back... We all de-spi her... We can sen- 
sit...: cha-os gone... but Chua... some-where near-by...” 

Suddenly, a thought occurred to Briareos’s outermost head, 
which it whispered to the head next to it, which whispered it to 
the next, until finally the wave of whispers reached the main 
talking head of the Titan. Following this, several dozen hands be- 
gan hastily rummaging through the nooks and crannies of the 
cave, until finally a medium-sized clay pitcher sealed with wax 
was placed in Tanya’s hands. A giant hand held it gingerly, afraid 
of crushing it. 

“Here is... breath... of... Earth... Gives po-wer. Use when... 
you... need it... We want-ed... give... same bot-tle... Leo-pol... but 
he re-fused... Now go...! Fare-well... Don’t... for-get... us!” 

Tanya automatically clasped the pitcher to her chest. Bri- 
areos raised his palm and forcefully thrust his hand into the nar- 
row opening through which Tanya had landed there. Seizing the 
stone step, the girl, with some pains, managed to get out, and in- 
stantly the step snapped back into place with a low click. When 
Tanya straightened up and Bab-Yagun and Vanka Valyalkin saw 
her, they stared at her like she had just risen from the world of 
the dead. 

“Where have you been? We saw you run down the stairs, 


and then, just like that! — you vanished who-knows-where, then 
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all this bellowing started up down there!” Vanka exclaimed, 
rushing to her. 

“That’s where... where I fell, right under the stairs,” Tanya 
sighed, relieved she had escaped from the cramped dungeon. 

“You fell? Down there? But... Hold on, that’s where... Are you 
trying to tell us you were with the Titans!” demanded Bab-Ya- 
gun, and upon peering into Tanya’s face, he literally slid to the 
floor. “Oh no! I don’t believe this! No one’s ever been down 
there!” he moaned. 

Tanya understood her pal’s dismay. Previously in all of 
Tibidoxs, only Bab-Yagun had managed to rack up such an incon- 
ceivable number of anecdotes. Now she had outdone him, and 
how! Yagge’s proud grandson was naturally distressed. Vanka, 
on the other hand, seemed sincerely proud of her success. A 
happy smile spread across his grimy face. 

“What are you doing here? Been to see the Gates of Horror? 
Does Sardanapal know about this?” Unpleasant laughter 
sounded close-by, and Lieutenant Rzhevsky emerged from the 
wall. 

Tanya turned to him and nearly screamed. Though the 
knives in the lieutenant’s back had disappeared somewhere, in- 
stead of a head, he now had a large, cast-iron cannonball. 

“Minor injury. Meant to go over my head, but missed by a 


hair!” explained Rzhevsky, pleased as punch, and cracking up at 
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his joke, he flew off to show Usynya, Gorynya, and Dubynya the 
cannonball. 

“Think he'll tell Sardanapal he saw us here?” asked Tanya. 

“I dunno. Maybe he’ll forget. You saw how happy he was that 
he replaced his head with a cannonball.” Vanka shrugged his 
shoulders. He looked over at Tanya again and added playfully: 

“You lost your badge, by the way. I can just picture how up- 
set Shurasik’ll be if he doesn’t see you wearing his devoted little 
heart tomorrow.” 

“Yeah, he’ll be miserable... But ’'m not going to climb back 
down after it,” said Tanya, and she suddenly burst into laughter. 

“What are you laughing at? There something above me, or 
what?” Bab-Yagun asked suspiciously, adjusting his sinister- 
looking cloak. Yagge’s grandson already regretted wearing it. It 
made, of course, for a good disguise, but it really was just 
painfully ridiculous. 

“What have you got to do with it? I was just imagining the 
Titans with one of Shurasik’s ‘devoted’ badges on their chests...” 
Tanya barely got the words out before they all, Bab-Yagun in- 
cluded, started laughing. 

Climbing up the stairs leading from the basement, they 
again came up against solid wall. 

“Vitup really walled up this entrance?” Vanka muttered in- 
credulously, feeling the massive boulders of the masonry. “No 


way he didn’t at least leave an invisible archway here.” 
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After a ten-minute search, they at last found the invisible 
archway and came out directly between two marble atlases 
standing at the entrance to the Great Tower. Both marble atlases 
snored quietly, continuing to hold up the vault on their powerful 
shoulders. 

“I always thought there was something funny about them 
standing there, like they were up to something. Turns out there 
was a secret archway!” whispered Bab-Yagun, and tiptoeing past 
them, he ducked into the Hall of Two Forces. Tanya and Vanka 
followed him. Soon they had made their way safely to the resi- 
dential floor, having managed to avoid the eye of the apoplectic 
Vitup, who was still stubbornly watching for them over by an- 
other staircase. Morbinya was asleep on her coffin, her head cov- 
ered by the Dark Drapes, which had managed to slip off the cur- 
tain rod. The pernicious Drapes giggled disgustingly. They must 
have been spying on Morbinya’s dreams so that they could spend 
all of the next day flying around the school and showing them to 
all of Tibidoxs. 

Tanya meant to drive them off with the Drygus-brygus spell, 
but found she was dead tired. She put the clay pitcher under her 
bed, hiding it in the double bass case, collapsed on top of her 


blanket, and fell asleep... 
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Chapter 13 
THE POTION OF PROTECTION 


efore lunch the next day, Vitup Vituperych gathered ev- 
eryone in the Hall of Two Forces. His pasty face shook 
with anger, and there were bags under his eyes. Tanya 
guessed that he’d been up all night, guarding the stairs leading 
to the basement from the teachers’ floor. Next to the deputy 
headmaster were Academician Chernomorov and Meduziya, 
who looked no less stern. Her stern look, however, did not pre- 
vent Meduziya from grimacing and moving away from Vitup, 
who was giving off a pungent and unpleasant odor. It seemed 
that he had once again rubbed something foul on himself, as on 
that night when Tanya saw him in the Tower of Ghosts. 
“Something outrageous happened last night!” declared Vitup 
Vituperych, sweeping over everyone with the intent gaze of his 
gimlet-like eyes. “Some unknown student went to the teachers’ 
floor and broke into the study of our esteemed colleague, that 
absolute sweetheart Professor Klopp. Nobody wants to confess? 


Well? I'll count to three... One... Two...” 
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Tanya shrank in fear. She felt like the deputy headmaster’s 
sweeping gaze had pierced through her to the bone. Did he really 
know? But how could he? Bab-Yagun and Vanka Valyalkin also 
clearly felt ill at ease. Tanya couldn't see Vanka, but Bab-Yagun, 
who was sitting in front of her, had his ears blinking like sema- 
phore. 

“Three... So, no one wants to confess?” Vitup hissed menac- 
ingly. “All right, you can go on keeping silent. Fortunately for the 
burglar, they did not steal anything. Had they tried, they would 
have died instantly. Or so the professor himself has assured us at 
least. Isn't that right?” 

Klopp giggled fiendishly. 

“My, yes, I protect my belongings. What’s wrong mit that? I 
have such wunderbar dark spells covering every square inch of 
my study... Anyone who enters it in the middle of the night when 
I am not there would be immediately reduced to ash. I have no 
idea how the culprit escaped. Either he was a sehr powerful 
mage, or lam stumped but good. Could it be he was completely 
incinerated after all, und we just did not notice the ashes on the 
floor?” 

Sardanapal looked reproachfully at Klopp. 

“I was not aware of your spells! Don’t you think that’s going 
too far?” he shouted with indignation. “May I remind you that 
Tibidoxs is a school! You never know who or with what reason 


someone might go up to your study. I order you to remove all 
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deadly traps and replace them with weaker and safer ones at 
once, or I will do it for you myself!” 

Klopp cast a petulant sidelong glance at Sardanapal, but he 
did not argue. At least not in front of everyone. Tanya heard only 
how he grumbled: 

“T still don’t understand; why did they not go off? Someone 
sehr shrewd neutralized all the dark magic.” 

“In that case, it could not have been one of the children! No 
child could do that, and what’s more, you yourself assert that no 
one came up from the basement, and, as you can see, all the stu- 
dents are present and accounted for,” said Meduziya, raising her 
voice and addressing Klopp and Vitup at the same time. 

They wanted to object, but the hair on Docent Gorgonova’s 
head jutted out so menacingly, Klopp and Vitup preferred to re- 
main silent. The fact Sardanapal was on Meduziya’s side also de- 
terred them from arguing. 

“All right, you can have lunch now! But we'll come back to 
this conversation later!” barked the deputy headmaster, and 
turning sharply on his heels, he ran out of the hall. 

For the first time, lunch passed by in joyless, stony silence. 
Even the two waiters from the chest failed to amuse anyone, de- 
spite their best efforts. By contrast, once lunch was over, Vanka 
Valyalkin and Bab-Yagun literally pounced on Tanya with ques- 
tions. 


“How'd you manage to survive? You heard what Klopp said, 
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didn’t you? There was dark magic all over the place! How’d you 
lift it?” 

“I didn’t lift anything!” Tanya shrugged. “Maybe he just 
meant his desk? I didn’t go near his desk.” 

“No, Klopp definitely said there was magic on everything. 
You should’ve been killed, but you weren't. So you got rid of all 
the spells in there except the bright ones, but how? Won't you 
tell us?” Bab-Yagun persisted wistfully. 

“I don’t know! DON’T KNOW!” shouted Tanya. Vanka and 
Bab-Yagun blinked. 

“Fine, if you don’t want to tell us, you don’t have to,” said 
Bab-Yagun resentfully, and turning away, he left. 

Vanka looked sadly at Tanya for a while, then mumbled 
“Take care! Gotta run!” and rushed off to Thwak’s. Tanya remem- 
bered that after lunch they were going to take care of the fire- 
birds, whose plumage had suddenly begun to fade in recent days. 

Tanya sank right to the floor, heartbroken. Even her best 
friends didn’t believe her. They really thought she’d deliberately 
keep a major secret from them. Would they have rather Klopp’s 
spells had worked and reduced her to ashes? 

Fortunately, Bab-Yagun and Vanka soon thawed out and 
went to make peace with her first chance they got. Vanka’s index 
finger was wrapped in a thick layer of bandaging. With a laugh, 
he described how he’d been pecked by a firebird who did not 


care for the treatment prescribed by Thwak. 
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“And how! But then, who’d enjoy being rubbed with 
kikimora saliva! Oh, but how they shone after! Just like New Year 
trees!” he exclaimed. 

Bab-Yagun looked at Vanka and shook his head: 

“Oh man! You’d think you were treating harpies, not fire- 
birds! Look at your shirt! It’s all torn up...” 

Vanka stared at his yellow T-shirt, apparently only now 
noticing it had been literally ripped to shreds by the claws of the 
firebirds. 

“This must have happened when I was holding them while 
Thwak rubbed them down. I didn’t even notice...” he said, devas - 
tated. 

“Are you all right? It’s just a T-shirt... There are plenty more 
where that came from!” Tanya tried to reassure him. 

Vanka raised his eyes to hers, then immediately turned away. 

“You don’t understand... This T-shirt... My dad gave it to me 
before he really started drinking. I still remember, it was a great 
day. We went to the circus, ate a ton of ice cream, and there was 
this T-shirt they had there...” Vanka mumbled. His lips quivered 
precariously. 

Even the tactless Bab-Yagun, who at any other time would 
have called Vanka a whiny girl, bit his tongue. Tanya looked at 
the T-shirt. Although the firebirds’ claws had really gone to town 


on it, she thought it could still be saved. 
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“Tll sew it back up. Take it off and bring it to me,” she or- 


dered, sending Vanka to change. 


e 

Evening crept up unnoticed. The clock in the drawing room had 
already begun creaking obnoxiously from time to time, which 
usually signaled that it was about to strike “Lights out!”, when 
suddenly the sound of flapping wings came from outside. Two 
little cupids, sagging in the air from the weight of their burden, 
dragged a huge box wrapped with blue paper through the win- 
dow. 

“Look! There’s a package for someone! What if it’s for me?” 
Dusya Pupsikova shouted enthusiastically. 

The cupids, however, all business, took a quick look around 
and flew decisively to Tanya, dropping the box right on her lap. 

“Surprise, surprise, it’s for Little Miss Grotter! Pitiful orphan 
golden child! Probably her aunties sending her some money!” 
Morbinya snorted enviously. 

Tanya could barely restrain herself from giving her a swift 
kick. She was stopped only by the cupids, who, preventing her 
from opening the box, were sweetly cavorting in the air and beg- 
ging to be tipped in candy. 

“Better pay them off, or else they'll make you fall in love with 


someone. Might even be Shurasik. All they have to do is shoot an 
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arrow at someone,” advised the long-nosed Verka Popugaeva, 
nodding at the little bows hanging at the cupids’ waists. 

Looking over at Shurasik, Tanya was surprised to see he had 
turned red as a tomato. 

Borrowing sweets from Dusya Pupsikova, Tanya paid off the 
messengers, and they, dividing the sweets between them as they 
went, flew back out the window. 

Only then was Tanya finally able to tear off the wrapping pa- 
per in peace. A long cardboard box was revealed. Trying to guess 
what might be inside, Tanya opened it and...screamed. Her plea- 
sure was instantly poisoned. Into her hands slid an hourglass — 
the same one she had seen in the mirror in Klopp’s study. There 
was very little sand left, and it was dwindling away steadily, even 
though it ran down in a trickle no wider than a hair. 

None of the students crowded around Tanya, looking curi- 
ously at what she had in her hands, had to time to figure out 
what was going on when suddenly she grabbed the box and, sig- 
naling to Bab-Yagun and Vanka, whispered to them: 

“We need somewhere to talk... Fast... But not my room, or 
Morbinya will tag along.” 

“Then in here!” Bab-Yagun, whose room was right there, in- 
stantly took command and rushed to open his door. 

This was Tanya’s first time in Bab-Yagun’s room. It looked 


like a disaster site. Clothes, notebooks, and textbooks were scat- 
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tered on the floor. A vacuum cleaner — brand new and sparkling 
clean — completely occupied the entire desk. 

“Hey, your room’s been trashed! Did someone break in 
here?” Tanya, startled, assumed a malicious scum of the marsh 
had also paid Bab-Yagun a visit. 

“Nah...” Yagge’s grandson dismissed the notion. “I was just 
looking for something to wipe my vacuum cleaner with. Wound 
up using my dress robe, but whatever. The end of the year’s not 
for a while yet... Hey, that’s some hourglass! Who sent it to you?” 

Tanya could barely get the words out: “It’s the same one I 
saw Chuma-del-Tort holding! This has to be her final warning! 
Did the cupids see her?” 

Bab-Yagun, shuddering when she spoke that hated name, 
shook his head: 

“No, cupids aren't unholy spirits. They’re no fans of The 
Nothing One and have nothing to do with her. My guess is some- 
one just summoned them — there’s a special whistle for that — 
and they found this box with... let’s see...” Vanka unfolded the 
blue paper with a swish. “Aha! Just as I thought! ‘Deliver to Tanya 
Grotter. Residential Floor, Room with the Dark Drapes.’ The cupids 
must’ve been flying there to drop it off when they spotted you in 
the drawing room and handed it right over instead.” 

“What should I do with the hourglass now?” Tanya asked, 
perplexed. “There’s gotta be some kind of magic in it. Should I 


break it?” 
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“Don’t even think about doing that; it might make things 
even worse!” Bab-Yagun nearly had a heart attack. “Just leave it 
there and I'll take it to Gram later. She’ll know what to do... Hey, 
do you hear that? What’s going on out there?” 

Suddenly, someone gently rapped on the door, it opened, 
and in looked... Yes, Sardanapal himself. Both sides of his mus- 
tache stood on end, severe and full of meaning. The friends stiff- 
ened. The appearance of the academician in the student dormi- 
tory could mean only one thing: something extraordinary had 
happened. Sardanapal glanced briefly at the hourglass, which 
was still in Tanya’s hands, and slightly raised his eyebrows. 

“Tll be waiting for you in the drawing room! Hurry now!” he 
said, slinking away, and a few seconds later the children heard 
him knocking on the next door over. That meant Sardanapal was 
assembling everyone, not just the three of them. Realizing this, 
the friends felt relieved. 

Having gathered in the drawing room, the children saw 
there was a large cauldron right on the carpet, in which some 
viscous, foul-smelling liquid was boiling. 

“I'm going to keel over if I have to drink that!” warned 
Morbinya. “I'll even try to beat Shurasik to it, not that that’d be 
easy.” 

“Everyone will drink it, no exceptions. That includes you, 
Sepulchrova,” Sardanapal cut her down to size. 


His voice sounded so unyielding, no one argued. A com- 
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pletely different Sardanapal seemed to be standing before them 
now — not the calm and forgiving head of Tibidoxs they all 
knew. Even his posture had changed. So there he is, the greatest 
mage! thought Tanya, not without awe. 

Meanwhile, Sardanapal had handed out spoons to everyone. 

“I warn you upfront, the taste is awful. From what I prepared 
it, [shan’t say — it'll go down more smoothly if you don’t know!” 
he said. 

“Can you at least tell us what it’s for?” Verka Popugaeva 
asked timidly. 

At almost the same time as she asked this question, the walls 
of the Great Tower started to shake. Cyclopes could be heard 
stamping across the ground floor, heading for the basement. The 
academician frowned slightly, but did not seem the least sur- 
prised. 

“This cauldron contains a very powerful potion of protec- 
tion. After what happened with the hair, along with many other 
things about which you don’t even know, I want to be sure noth- 
ing bad will happen to you. Now drink up!” 

Holding their noses, everyone started spooning the potion 
and swallowing it. 

“Blegh! It’s even worse than I expected!” Morbinya shud- 
dered, and Gunya Glomov made a hideous face as if in confirma- 
tion of her words. 


Just as Tanya was bringing the spoon to her mouth, her hand 
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suddenly twitched, and she spilled everything on her chest. At 
that moment, almost everyone else was busy grimacing, having 
already swallowed the malodorous tincture, and no one noticed. 
Tanya was going to take another spoonful from the cauldron, but 
Sardanapal had already whispered something, firing off a spark. 
With that, the cauldron disappeared. 

“Did you drink some?” he asked Tanya. 

“Uh-huh,” she replied without even meaning to lie. But hav- 
ing lied already, she was too embarrassed to correct herself. 

“Splendid, splendid. Now, off to bed...” said the academician, 
smiling somehow mysteriously. “It’s going to be a long night. A 


very long night...” 


e 

Soon after Sardanapal left, Bab-Yagun slipped out behind him, 
signifying to Tanya that Yagge would soon have her hourglass. 
Tanya wanted to run after Bab-Yagun, but Shurasik was already 
coming up to her, a troubled look on his face. 

“Where’s your badge? Why aren’t you wearing it?” he asked. 

“Umm... I guess I lost it somewhere,” Tanya answered impa- 
tiently, looking over at Bab-Yagun as he took off. “Besides, you’re 
not wearing yours either.” 

Shurasik frowned. 


“I'm a different story... If I were wearing a badge, people 
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would say I was dearly devoted to myself. Wait here and I'll bring 
you a new one!” 

“Don't!” Tanya screamed, unable to hold back, but after one 
look at Shurasik, she collected herself and gently patted his 
hand: 

“What I mean is there’s no reason for you to. You’re very 
sweet, and I would never laugh at you. And I don’t need a stup... 
a stupendous heart badge to prove it. And now I've really gotta 
run. Good night! Mwah-mwah!” 

Waving to Shurasik and instantly shaking him from her 
head, she rushed down the corridor after Bab-Yagun, but he was 
already out of sight, and Tanya did not know her way around 
Tibidoxs well enough yet to find the magsick bay on her own. 

Sighing, she went to her room to finish her homework. 
There was still drakonbol practice scheduled for tomorrow, so 
she had to cram in all her studying for the day after. Especially 
since Zuboderikha, as if out of her mind, assigned them four 
chapters each class, not to mention all the whopping spells they 
had to learn by heart. 

Shurasik was still hanging around by her door like a dummy, 
but Tanya pretended not to notice him. He just had to go and get 
a crush on me! Just my luck, another Genka Bulonov! she thought. 

Morbinya, yawning, was already getting into bed. When she 


saw that Tanya was planning to stay up studying, she made a big 
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scene and calmed down only when Tanya promised to protect 
her from the Dark Drapes. 

“You never know what kind of weird things you might 
dream about tonight, do you? Like Jura Idiotsyudov with a bou- 
quet of thistles, riding Gunya Glomov horseback to confess his 
love to you,” Tanya snickered, and Morbinya quickly bit her 
tongue. 

“Breathe a word about that to anyone and I'll put a curse on 
you...” she growled. She ducked under the covers and soon, judg- 
ing by the happy expression on her face, was having just that 
very dream. 

The Dark Drapes giggled mockingly, and through their own 
harmful actions tied themselves in a knot. 

Tanya finished her Unholy Spirit Studies homework, wrote 
out several recipes for Practical Magic, and was just starting to 
sew up Vanka’s T-shirt when she suddenly felt... Not even she 
herself could clearly describe what it was... A vague anxiety had 
suddenly spread from the tip of her nose to the rest of her 
body... Tanya could not sit still anymore and jumped to her feet. 
Morbinya, as if nothing were wrong, was still fast asleep in her 
bed; the Dark Drapes moved half-heartedly, apparently ponder- 
ing how else to make mischief. Everything seemed to be calm, 
yet the anxiety did not go away; rather, it only intensified. 

Suddenly there came a curt knocking at the door, and Tanya 


heard the agitated voice of Bab-Yagun asking her to open it. 
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Tanya let him in. Bab-Yagun, pale as a corpse, leaned against 
the wall. 

“Guess what! I asked my gram about the potion of protec- 
tion. She says there really is such a thing, but it tastes sweet. And 
what Sardanapal gave us practically made my cheekbones bend!” 
he said uneasily. 

“Then that means that potion wasn't...” 

“The potion of protection, right... Sardanapal duped us into 
taking something else. And you know, I feel sorta funny...” Bab- 
Yagun staggered and slid down the wall to the floor. The hour- 
glass, which he still had in his hand, fell and shattered with a soft 
crash. Not that it mattered any; it was already plain all the sand 
had run out of it... Time was up... 

Tanya was at Bab-Yagun’s side in a flash. She started to 
shake him, but his body, lying on the carpet, seemed to have 
turned to stone. It was hard and stiff. Tanya gently tapped him 
on the hand, which responded with a knock, like a wooden door 
or table top. Pressing her ear to Bab-Yagun’s chest, Tanya could 
make out the beating of his heart, but it was slow and faint. 

“Hey, get up! Run down to the magsick bay! Come on, wake 
up! Something’s wrong with Bab-Yagun!” Tanya screamed, rush- 
ing over to Morbinya’s bed and shaking her. 

But her roommate stubbornly did not open her eyes, and a 
minute later Tanya suddenly realized Morbinya’s hand, which 


she was jostling, was as heavy and stiff as Bab-Yagun’s. Seized 
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with a terrible suspicion, she ran to the room next door, which 
Dusya Pupsikova and Verka Popugaeva shared, and, whispering 
the intruder spell Tumanus proshmygus, slipped inside. Dusya 
Pupsikova and Verka Popugaeva lay motionless on their beds, 
still as statues. 

“It’s going to be a long night. A very long night!” Tanya re- 
called Sardanapal’s words and his incomprehensible laugh. Why 
had he said that? Had his words some hidden meaning? The an- 
swer to these questions now seemed clear. 

Tanya ran into a few more rooms, but it was the same story 
everywhere. Everyone who had drunk Sardanapal’s potion that 
evening was now stiff as a board and showing almost no signs of 
life, save for a weak heartbeat. Could Sardanapal have gone over 
to Chuma-del-Tort’s side, he, the founder of Tibidoxs? What fools 
they’d been to still suspect Vitup Vituperych and Professor 
Klopp, as if the prophecy had not clearly warned: 


The treachery of immortals cannot be guessed — 


The one who betrays, no one will suspect. 


Could Sardanapal have really double-crossed us? I never 
would have believed it, but... Looks like that part of the prophecy’s 
come true, thought Tanya. She didn’t even notice she was back in 


her room. Her feet had carried her there on their own. A bluish 
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mist was rising from the shattered hourglass, forming into flick- 
ering, ghastly letters: 

“I hope you’ve seen what the Deadwood Demon can do. 
Now no one will get in my way. At the stroke of midnight, I 
will open the Gates of Horror. Chuma-del-Tort.” 

Tanya automatically looked at the clock. The lone hand was 
already approaching the topmost line. No more than ten minutes 
was left until midnight. Chuma-del-Tort, the vile monster who 
had escaped from the dungeons of Tibidoxs, her parents’ mur- 
derer, was already down in the basement. Soon she would open 
the gates, and then chaos would come gushing out and flood the 
world. 

Suddenly, Tanya felt dizzy. It was like the book of her memo- 
ries, closed to her since infancy, had suddenly opened wide to 
the first pages of her life. Voices sounded insistently in the girl’s 
ears: 

“My, what a dark-skinned little thing! Come to Auntie 
Chuma’s hands! And you, Grotters, don’t move if you want to live!” 
someone croaked. 

“Get out of here! Don’t you dare lay a finger on our girl!” 
shouted a man’s voice. 

Sickening, screeching laughter — followed almost immedi- 
ately by a high-pitched female shriek, after which Tanya heard a 
child crying — her own crying. 


“This one’s for you! Take that!” the man shouted. Then came 
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the faint crackle that accompanies the firing of sparks. A shower 
of sparks. The ring on Tanya’s finger turned red-hot. 

“Sparks? Do you really think a little green shower and some 
feeble bright spells will do me any harm? Crawl, my darling scor- 
pion! Kill her right in front of them! And then... 

“Then give me what I want!” someone hissed. 

Tanya had never hated anyone before. Not even Aunt Ninel 
and Pipa, who constantly insulted her, made her feel that way. 
She didn’t like them, sure, but it didn’t go beyond that. No, she 
would not forgive Chuma-del-Tort for killing her parents, and 
she would not let her open the Gates of Horror. 

Terrified she might not make it in time, Tanya dashed to her 
magic double bass. She picked it up, but then suddenly remem- 
bered all flight spells were blocked in the corridors of Tibidoxs. 
She was already pushing the case back under her bed when her 
hand bumped into the clay jar. Grabbing it, she ran out of the 
room. 

“Hey, where are you off to? I heard you slamming doors... 
What are you, an elephant on stampede?” someone called out to 
her. 

A sleepy Vanka Valyalkin was looking out of his room. With- 
out his yellow T-shirt and in the regular training robes of the 
bright mages instead, he looked strange somehow. 


“It was Sardanapal all along! Aren’t you stiff? He put every- 
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one to sleep with that potion of his! Do you remember what he 
said about it being ‘a long night’?” Tanya shouted all at once. 

“Yeah? Well, I'll be... You know me. I can finish off anything. 
Even potions have no effect on me. Just the way I was born,” said 
Vanka, glancing, not without pride, at his bottomless stomach. 

The clock started to wheeze, getting ready to strike mid- 
night. 

“To the basement, hurry! Chuma’s down there! She’s going 
to open the gates!” Tanya took off in a blur. 

“Hang on, that’s impossible! The bogatyrs and cyclopes are 
down there, too... At least wait for me to get my shoes on... Okay, 
fine, I'll go barefoot!” And Vanka Valyalkin rushed after Tanya, 
his pink heels thumping loudly on the carpet. 
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Chapter 14 
THE GATES OF HORROR 


unning down the stairs, Tanya could hardly recognize 

the Hall of Two Forces. The ribbon of fire that had once 

divided it... No, it hadn’t gone out or disappeared, but 
what had happened to it was just as incredible. Tanya had never 
seen a frozen fire before. The bluish tongues of flame, fantasti- 
cally frozen, motionless, were encased in dense ice. Naturally, 
the fire could no longer serve as a barrier in this state. Creatures 
of light and creatures of darkness were all intermingled. Blazing 
firebirds fought off bats, and the little humpbacked horse, buck- 
ing, trampled tarantulas with his hooves. 

A dozen hissing cobras darted toward them. The youngsters 
quickly jumped back, but the cobras swarmed the foot of the 
stairs, barring their way into the hall. But the snakes weren't the 
only obstacle. The marble atlases, visible in the far corner where 
the invisible archway leading to the basement staircase was, 


weren't lying dormant either. They had deliberately moved 
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closer to each other, standing so as to reliably block off the arch- 
way with their mighty stone bodies. 

“That’s just great! How are we going to get to the basement 
with the atlases and all these snakes in our way?” asked Tanya. 

Vanka looked around, the wheels turning in his head. 

“Hold on,” he said. “Things might work out with the snakes, 
but the atlases on the other hand... All right, for now I'll handle 
the snakes, you try and think of a way to get the atlases to move. 
Keep in mind they’re extremely stubborn characters.” 

I wonder how he'll handle the snakes? thought Tanya. Mean- 
while, Vanka had taken the scrap of magic tablecloth from his 
pocket and started to shake it vigorously. Cutlets and pickled cu- 
cumbers rained down from it. 

“What, you’re gonna toss cutlets to the snakes? Great plan!” 
Tanya grumbled sarcastically, but Valyalkin didn’t even look in 
her direction. 

“C’mon, scrap! How long are you gonna torture me for! Make 
something useful for once! At least a carrot or a lump of sugar!” 
he begged. 

Finally, the tablecloth heeded his pleas, and down the steps 
rolled a carrot. Vanka, bending down quickly, grabbed it and 
started whistling to get the little humpbacked horse’s attention. 
At first, the horse looked at Vanka without much interest, wig- 


gling his long ears, but then, attracted by the appetizing sight of 


«K 368 «HK 


a carrot, leaped twice, bounded over the cobras — and now was 
eating out of Vanka’s palm. 

“Get on his back!” ordered Vanka. 

“But won't we crush him?” 

“Trust me. Come on!” 

Tanya climbed onto the little horse, grabbing hold of his 
ears, and Vanka jumped from behind onto the croup, wrapping 
his arms around Tanya. The little humpbacked horse, almost 
completely hidden underneath his riders, pushed off from the 
steps and, trampling snakes and tarantulas, galloped across the 
Hall of Two Forces. Then, feeling a bit mischievous, he abruptly 
buckled his front legs. The two friends were thrown over his 
head and rolled right to the feet of the atlases. 

“What do you want here? None shall we let pass! Those 
were our orders!” the atlases rumbled. 

Tanya shrugged her shoulders: 

“I don’t want to go through there anyway! Like I really care 
about some old basement full of dead rats. Talk about a pile of 
brain-dead rocks! Hey! Betcha can’t catch me! Wimps! Over- 
grown roadblocks! Boneheads!” 

The atlases gritted their teeth so hard, marble chips fell from 
them. 

“Do not think we are such fools... We chase after you, you 
slip through the arch. Not going to happen...” rasped the atlas on 
the right. 
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“What do we want with your dumb arch?” Tanya asked indif- 
ferently, thinking to herself the atlases weren’t such easy nuts to 
crack. “You're boring me to death just talking about it... Vanka, 
do you care about their arch?” 

“Arch? What arch? There some invisible arch here I’m not 
seeing? Must be pretty pathetic. No wonder they got such wimps 
to guard it. All the other atlases, who are way stronger, are over 
on the stairs, propping up the ceiling, while these frail-looking 
ones hang around here,” Vanka followed her lead. 

Here, for the first and only time in history, the marble atlases 
turned purple. Vanka had discovered their most sensitive weak 
spot. 

“You lie!” The atlases were starting to boil. “Come closer, you 
miserable insect, so I can crush you! We are the strongest of 
them all — my brother and I! Those on the stairs hold up only 
the vault, while we hold up the stairs, the other atlases, the 
vault... All Tibidoxs stands on our shoulders!” 

Tanya sat down on the floor with feigned indifference. 

“So what? After all, you hold it up together, not one at a time! 
Well, maybe just one of you is weak then, I guess. With a bad 
back and trouble hearing... Gotta be you, Righty,” and she 
pointed a finger at the atlas on the right. “If you ask me, you 
seem a little sickly compared to Lefty here. Just look how strong 
and healthy he is!” 


The right atlas became so enraged, even the ceiling started 
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to shake, while the left one simply beamed with pride. Noticing 
this, Righty became even more furious. 

“Get out of the way!” he roared at his brother. “I will show 
them who the weak one is! Let go of the ceiling; I will hold up ev- 
erything by myself! The entire castle!” 

Lefty shrugged his shoulders, let go of the vaults of Tibidoxs, 
and awkwardly stepped down from his pedestal. Now the whole 
monstrous weight of Tibidoxs rested on his brother’s shoulders. 
He sagged, tensed, but held out. The stone spheres of his muscles 
bulged. 

“That proof enough for you? Is it?” Righty gasped. 

“You bet! Now I see why you eat your kasha!” Tanya shouted 
and, patting the atlas on the leg, rushed after Vanka through the 
invisible arch. 

The duped atlases started hollering, but it was too late. The 
youngsters were already making their way down. Red eyes 
flashed by here and there in the gloom of the basement. 

“Wow! Look at all the unholy spirits down here! Where’d 
they all come from?” whispered Vanka. 

“Stay calm, don’t make any sudden movements, and always 
be on the alert! Unholy spirits won’t attack us then!” Tanya re- 
called one of Meduziya’s lessons. She took a deep breath and 
made the first move toward the red eyes. 

One step was followed by another, then another... Whatever 


you do, don’t get scared! You're not afraid... You’re not afraid... 
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Tanya repeated to herself, trying to see over the red eyes. Know- 
ing Vanka was walking beside her gave her courage. When they 
were only a step or two more from them, the unholy spirits sud- 
denly parted with a squeak and made way for them. 

“Nailed it!” Tanya couldn’t resist cheering. 

“Don't start celebrating yet,” Vanka whispered. “Look behind 
us!” 

Tanya turned around. Behind them, hundreds, thousands of 
red flickering lights had spread throughout the corridor. It 
seemed the unholy spirits were urging them on. Even if they’d 
wanted to turn back now, the vile creatures would not have al- 
lowed it. 

“Yes, Chuma-del-Tort really went all out... First they 
wouldn't let us into the basement, now they won't let us out,” 
Tanya said anxiously, fiddling with the magic ring on her finger 
— the only thing that might still be able to protect them from the 
unholy spirits. 

They turned a corner, heading for the second invisible arch- 
way, the one Bab-Yagun had stumbled upon the time before. Sud- 
denly, out in the darkness, someone stirred, and a tongue of red- 
hot fire rushed toward them. 

“Duck!” Tanya threw herself on the floor, dragging Vanka 
down with her. The stream of fire blazed past them, nearly burn- 
ing their hair. 


The friends propped themselves up on their elbows. An 
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enormous dragon was blocking the corridor. His golden scales 
gave off a lusterless gleam. 

“Quicksilver!” Tanya recognized him. “It’s Quicksilver!” Hear- 
ing his name, the dragon lifted his half-closed eyelids, and a new 
jet of fire forced them back on the floor. Around the corner, the 
unholy spirits screeched fearfully, not daring to show them- 
selves. 

“How did he get down here?” whispered Tanya, figuring they 
would not be able to go around Quicksilver. The dragon had 
stopped up the passage like a cork. 

“Someone let him out of the hangar... Maybe even tunneled 
him out... Hey, look, there’s a spear sticking out of his nose. 
Someone really wanted to get him mad...” 

Tanya looked closely. Sure enough, sticking out of his nose, 
right next to his nostrils, one of a dragon’s most vulnerable 
spots, was the shaft of a spear. The dragon was wheezing, now 
and then breathing out jets of flame. 

“He’s in pain! Poor guy!” continued Vanka. “We've gotta pull 
that spear out for him. Then maybe he'll let us through... I'll go!” 

“Don’t even think about it! He’ll incinerate you!” Tanya was 
frightened. 

“I hope not. As it happens, Thwak recently taught me how to 
calm dragons down,” said Vanka. 

There was no confidence in his voice, however. No one could 


guess how Quicksilver would react. Dragons are notoriously un- 
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predictable. Especially when they’re injured, scared, and stuck in 
a cramped basement. 

“Well, here goes... Wish me luck... If something happens to 
me, you can keep my T-shirt,” Vanka said quietly, getting to his 
feet. 

Quicksilver watched him intently with unblinking yellow 
eyes, ready to breathe out fire as soon as Vanka took a step. The 
spear in his nose quivered. 

“Valerianus psychopatus!” pronounced Vanka. “Valerianus 
psychopatus!” 

The dragon’s heavy eyelids dropped. Instead of fire, he 
breathed out a puff of smoke. Vanka gasped and hastily shielded 
himself with his arm. Tanya saw that it was covered with burns. 

“Easy... Easy... I’m not gonna hurt you... I know you didn’t 
mean to burn me...” Vanka said in a faltering voice. “Valerianus 
psychopatus!” 

He went up to Quicksilver and, looking firmly into his eyes, 
grabbed hold of the spear. The dragon waited warily. 

“It'll hurt at first, but not for long. Can you be patient? Just 
try not to breathe fire... I'm not coated in upir bile, so ’'d burn up 
like that... Do you understand?” 

The dragon raised his scaly head and opened his mouth. His 
forked tongue barely even touched the spear before immediately 


recoiling. 
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“We're good to go then! I'll pull it out on the count of three... 
One... Two...” 

Tanya closed her eyes. She heard Vanka shout “three” and 
the dragon start to roar. And then a long, hot blast of fire 
whisked by over her head. Quicksilver could not handle the pain. 

Opening her eyes, she saw Vanka lying on the ground, cover- 
ing his face with his hands, the spear lying nearby, and the 
dragon, his leathery wings covered in dirt, crawling back to his 
hangar through the tunnel the unholy spirits had dug out. Not 
waiting for his tail to be out of sight, Tanya rushed over to Vanka. 
He was alive, but his face was covered in blisters, and his charred 
cloak hung in tatters. 

“Lucky I fell when I yanked out the spear. He only just grazed 
me,” Vanka whispered, twisting in pain. “What a dope I am. If I'd 
just said Boleus obuzdatus, Quicksilver wouldn't have felt a thing. 
Why didn’t I remember?” 

Tanya helped him up. Vanka groaned when she touched his 
hands. 

“Hold on, I'll take you to the magsick bay...” 

“No. I'll go by myself... Hurry, the path’s clear now. Don't let 
The Nothing One open the gates,” Vanka whispered, pressing his 
back against the wall and firing a green spark at the unholy spir- 
its peeking out from around the corner. They scurried back with 


a harsh squeaking. 
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“Iskris frontis!” he whispered, hurling several more sparks 
after them. 

Tanya hesitated. She had to choose. If Chuma opened the 
Gates of Horror, there would be nothing left. Not Tibidoxs, not 
Vanka, not Bab-Yagun. The magsick bay wouldn’t be much help 
then. 

“Okay. Wait for me. I'll be there soon!” she decided, and, 
looking back at Vanka, she raced on ahead. 

Before long, she had reached the second invisible arch un- 
veiled by Bab-Yagun. Tightly clenching her fist to keep her magic 
ring from slipping off, Tanya stepped through the ghostly stone. 
A familiar short corridor led her into the smoke-blackened hall. 

Usynya, Dubynya, and Gorynya were lying side by side by 
the wood fire, and the huge, gouty feet of a cyclops were sticking 
out from the far corridor. It seemed like the gatekeepers had 
fallen where the Deadwood Demon had caught them. The flames 
of the fire looked as frozen as in the Hall of Two Forces. Appar- 
ently that fate had befallen all the fire in Tibidoxs, excepting only 
the dragons. 

Sardanapal must have come here with his potion too! thought 
Tanya. 

She entered the hall hesitantly and looked around. The Gates 
of Horror were still locked, though a terrible scraping and howl- 
ing from the other side rattled them each moment. A stone coffin 


stood open near the gates themselves. Tanya’s heart began rac- 


HK B76 eK 


ing in alarm. How she wanted to turn around now and run away! 
But she could not do that. Too many fates now depended on 
what her next step would be. 

Putting out her ring hand, Tanya carefully began approach- 
ing the coffin. She expected to find that loathsome old woman 
there and planned to immediately fire an attack spark at her. 

“Iskris frontis!” she shouted with the coffin still a few feet 
away, unable to bear the suspense any longer. 

The green spark, into which Tanya had put all her pain, all 
her love for her parents, all her hatred for Chuma, shot from the 
ring and hit the stone coffin. It turned over and cracked in two, 
revealing it was empty. A black shroud was all that was inside it. 

Then came a sickening, gurgling laugh, more horrible than 
anything imaginable. A tall old woman in a long purple mantle 
appeared on the first step leading to the Gates of Horror. Her 
withered, severed hands were slung over her shoulders like 
drawstrings. One of the hands was gripping the golden sword. 
Red lights shone from the eye sockets of her wizened face, which 
looked more like a skull. 

“Chuma-del-Tort!” exclaimed Tanya. 

The Nothing One stopped cackling. 

“Oh, you're not afraid to say my name!” she hissed in sur- 
prise. Her voice was like the grinding of sandpaper. “Your par- 
ents weren't afraid either. And look what happened to them...” 


Chuma’s bony face distorted, blurred, and for a second, 
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other features appeared in it. Tanya saw the face of a man witha 
small beard, and the dark-skinned face of a young woman who 
looked somewhat like she did. 

“Don't you dare lay a finger on our girl! Don’t you dare! She’s 
just a little baby!” 

“TANYA! No! Get away from her!” their voices sounded again. 

“What pathetic crybabies! Hear how they humiliated them- 
selves, just to save your life! They thought they’d move me with 
all their moaning!” said Chuma, assuming her former appear- 
ance. 

“I hate you! Iskris frontis!” shouted Tanya at the top of her 
lungs, her finger raised. 

The spark that flew out slid along the sword and, ricocheting 
off it, rushed back at the girl who had fired it. Only now, the 
spark was red... 

The girl felt a powerful blow, which knocked her off her feet. 
The next thing she knew, her ring flew off her finger and, flash- 
ing in the air, stuck to the blade of the golden sword. Chuma-del- 
Tort pried it off and tossed it in the palm of her hand. 

“This is a disaster!” the signet ring whined. “I’m trapped! I’m 
going to faint! Thud! I just fainted, if anyone’s interested...” 

Chuma-del-Tort gave it a light shake, and the voice died 
away at once. 

“I was waiting for you to do that, little one...” she snickered. 


“Leopold Grotter’s ring! Unfortunately, it’s not suitable for any 
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actual death-bringing magic, so I have no use for it... Ah, well, Pll 
just add it to my collection... Oh my, did you not know that who- 
ever wields the golden sword needn't be afraid of attack spells? 
But even without the sword, I was never really afraid of them. Do 
you think your mother and father didn’t shower me with sparks? 
There was a whole hailstorm of them, but I only laughed them 
off. No, it wasn’t sparks that drove me into that stone coffin, it 
wasn't sparks that took away my power...” 

The Nothing One’s face twitched. She literally radiated ha- 
tred. Tanya watched as blisters bubbled up and peeled off her 
dried up skin. Something inside her was bulging, seething... Red 
fire poured from her empty eye sockets. 

“Ten years in a coffin, ten long years — fully conscious, but 
without power!” Chuma-del-Tort wheezed. “I kept asking myself 
the same question: what was it that ruined me back then, that 
trampled me, crushed me... It wasn’t your parents who did that, 
no... And then it finally dawned on me what it had been. The tal- 
isman! The Talisman of the Four Elements that your father 
somehow managed to transfer to you! That talisman, for which I 
went after you back then! You have it, I know you do! Give it to 
me!” 

Chuma-del-Tort stepped toward Tanya. Her dry bones rat- 
tled under her mantle. The girl hastily crawled away, but she 


backed into the cold copper of the Gates of Horror. The gates 
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shuddered, droned. Something powerful, terrible behind them 
was thrashing about, yet still could not break through... 

“Do you see that small depression under the lion’s head on 
the right? If you want to live, give me the talisman: that’s where 
I'll put it!” The Nothing One hissed. 

“You're nothing but a dumb old woman with earthworms in 
her head!” Tanya blew up. “Go back to your coffin! You’ll never 
open the Gates because I don’t have any talisman!” 

Chuma-del-Tort hissed and threw up her withered hands. 

“Lie all you want! Turn around: there, behind those gates, 
lies chaos! Chaos — what monstrous power! I will breathe it into 
myself and command it, as I now command the unholy spirits! 
Unlimited power! If you knew what that is, girl! I was back there 
once, behind those Gates, waiting for the magic of Drevnir and 
his student Sardanapal to fail... And after thousands of long 
years, it finally happened. Sardanapal and Vitup did not notice 
my disappearance right away — the pathetic incompetents! Al- 
most without resistance, with the power I had accumulated over 
the centuries, I began destroying mages one after the other — 
bright or dark, it made no difference. All I wanted was to make 
them open these gates! All the mages were terribly afraid of me, 
afraid even of saying my name, so they invented that amusing lit- 
tle nickname, ‘The Nothing One’... And then, when my goal was 
almost within reach, I realized I needed a talisman! Without it, 


the Gates would remain locked forever, even if I cut the hair of 
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that decrepit charlatan Drevnir, who placed good and evil on 
shelves, like bottles in a closet! I needed the very talisman your 
father toiled over for many years... He, that fool, made it to pro- 
tect you from me, not knowing it was also the key to the Gates of 
Horror! These gates here!” 

With a running start, Chuma-del-Tort rammed the gates 
with her shoulder. Those behind them droned. As if it knew who 
was knocking, the chaos within responded with a thousand 
voices — screeching, creaking, howling. Tanya darted to the side, 
but Chuma made an imperceptible gesture, and the girl felt her 
body almost stop obeying her. Her arms and legs felt like lead. 
With the greatest difficulty, she took half a step and fell first to 
her knees, then on her side. The clay pitcher rolled out of her 
hands and came to a stop on the floor beside her. Chuma looked 
at it without interest, apparently assuming there was only some 
kind of potion of protection inside. 

The talisman she’s looking for must not look like that. This 
pitcher must not be what she’s after, thought Tanya. 

“Listen well. I want you to know everything before I kill 
you!” The Nothing One continued to wheeze. “I had your father 
followed... All the unholy spirits were my spies. The forest 
wilderness could not hide Leopold Grotter from me. And then 
one day I was informed one of his experiments had been a 
crowning success. He had produced the Talisman of the Four El- 


ements. I flew there in a flash, before your father even realized 
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just what he had in his hands... The house was already sur- 
rounded by my servants — the unholy spirits. They crowded 
around, trying to attack, but he fought back with sparks, and 
quite successfully. Those cowardly carrion didn’t dare come any 
closer, choosing only to howl from a distance... I tore down the 
door and walked in... There were three people in the room: 
Leopold, his wife, your mother, and you, a pitiful girl in a double 
bass case. Leopold and your mother were terrified when they 
saw me, but you just laughed and held out your tiny hands to 
me... To me, Chuma-del-Tort, killer of mages! That struck me as 
rather amusing. I began demanding your parents give me the tal- 
isman, threatening to kill you if they didn’t, but those stupid lion- 
hearts burned me with sparks instead! So I killed them, like 
this!” 

Chuma clenched her fist and turned it. Tanya instantly felt 
her heart stop. Red circles started to scatter before her eyes, like 
ripples from a stone thrown into water. The world began to grow 
dimer and dimmer. But it lasted only an instant. Chuma un- 
clenched her fist. 

“They died just like that,” she said with a laugh like the 
rustling of sandpaper. “Do not be afraid! Your death will be dif- 
ferent, but it’s not time for that yet...” 

“What happened next?” Tanya blurted. 

Sweat poured down her face. How could she fight Chuma 


like this; she didn’t even feel strong enough to just get to her feet. 
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“I set my scorpion on you. I loved to watch him sting mages 
and have them die right before my eyes, writhing in terrible 
agony. The scorpion crawled over your clothes, then onto your 
face, and stung you on the nose. I expected to see you suffer, but 
you just went ‘ouch’ and crushed my scorpion! I thought perhaps 
he had outlived his poison, though that would have been impos- 
sible... So I decided to kill you myself and then start looking for 
the talisman. I breathed death on you, but...” Chuma shuddered, 
“for some reason my breath turned back on me, even turning 
into a flame... I was left charred, my hands torn off, and I fell 
right where I stood. I could see everything, hear everything, but I 
could not even move... I was alive and dead at the same time, so 
much worse than just being dead... All my strength poured out of 
me, like a yolk spilling out of a cracked egg... A short while later, 
the unholy spirits came. They thought I was dead, so they car- 
ried me off down one of their long passageways and laid me in 
that stone coffin.” 

Chuma-del-Tort turned her red, pupil-less eyes on Tanya. 

“For ten whole years, just as that loony old codger Drevnir 
prophesied, I stayed in that coffin thanks to you!” she hissed. 
“Ten whole years! Only when those ten years had elapsed did I 
begin to regain my strength. At first I had enough for only a few 
minutes a day, then I had to go back again...” Chuma kicked the 
cracked coffin with hatred. “Finally, after more time had passed, I 


managed to trace you to the lopukhoid realm. The Macabre Grif- 
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fon helped me. He followed Meduziya and Sardanapal to where 
they brought you. And then I guessed the day you would be at 
the museum and stole the sword from the lopukhoids. I could 
have done that earlier, but I wanted to laugh at you. You were a 
mouse, and I was a cat... I lingered before delivering the decisive 
blow. I wanted to prolong your agony. And, of course, I had to 
find out if you still had the talisman. After ten years, who knows 
what might have happened? You might have lost it, or those 
lopukhoids might have taken it away from you, thinking it was a 
little trinket.” 

“Uncle German and Aunt Ninel didn’t take anything from me 
because I didn’t have anything for them to take. Do you get it 
now? You killed my parents for nothing!” Tanya shouted with ha- 
tred. Tears flowed from her eyes. She didn’t want to cry, so as not 
to give Chuma the satisfaction, but she cried all the same... 

“Really, for nothing? So you'd rather I had killed them for 
something instead?” Chuma said with surprise. “And I say you 
have the talisman... Why else do you think I set the Macabre Grif- 
fon on you? I just wanted to check what would happen... And 
again you survived! Your father, that pitiful genius, was a good al- 
chemist, I must admit! He gave you fantastic protection. No, you 
have the talisman... But where is it? Where are you hiding it? 
What does it look like?” 

“So you're the one who sent the Griffon... But he was in 


Klopp’s study! We still suspected Klopp...” Tanya muttered. What 
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simpletons they were! How easily they'd been led down the gar- 
den path! 

Chuma-del-Tort grinned. Her dead jaws with bluish teeth 
started to click ghoulishly. 

“I told the Griffon to take refuge in Klopp’s study! I knew 
how that old dingbat adores all living things, and the uglier they 
are, the crazier he gets over them. He once even studied veteri- 
nary magic with Thwak. You should ask him about it...” 

“But why have the Griffon hide in Klopp’s study?” 

“What do you mean why? I guessed you would sneak in! I 
wanted to see if your talisman had lost its power. Would it be 
able to cope with dark magic? And it did, it did it so easily you 
didn’t even feel anything. True, the magic on the desk was 
stronger, but you didn’t poke around there: the talisman warned 
you, made the magic visible... No, it was not Klopp who cut the 
hair. [had another accomplice in Tibidoxs.” 

“Who? Who?” shouted Tanya. She just had to know, even if 
Chuma killed her in a few minutes. The thought she could have 
been so wrong was excruciating. 

“I shan’t say. Figure it out yourself!” 

“Then I already know who! Sardanapal!” 

The unholy spirits piled up in the corners began to chitter 
with delight. The Nothing One looked at Tanya with interest. 

“Oh my, what a funny girl you are! Did you really think the 


head of Tibidoxs, the beloved disciple of Drevnir himself, could 
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be the traitor? The one who did so much for you! Protecting you 
in the lopukhoid realm, and then, disregarding the prophecy, 
bringing you to Tibidoxs! When the time comes to kill Sardana- 
pal, I shall be sure to delight him with this news.” 

Tanya felt ashamed. 

“So then it wasn’t his potion that put everyone to sleep? But 
I thought...” 

Chuma interrupted her impatiently. 

“No, that was the demon I summoned with the help of the 
one who serves me... The potion Sardanapal gave you was a for- 
tifying brew made from hydra poison... That brew weakens the 
effects of murdering magic. I must say, the academician was right 
on time. Had he been late, everyone would have been died 
tonight. Now they’re only asleep... Think harder, I’m beginning to 
lose patience. Soon I shall have to kill you.” 

“Could it be Vitup? Yeah, it has to be him! He was hiding 
someone in that vase,” Tanya moaned, kicking herself for being 
slow-witted. 

She recalled down to the smallest detail that evening when 
she saw the Eyeless Horror with Lieutenant Rzhevsky, and then 
Vitup almost immediately after, who had crept from that dark- 
ened corridor over to the vase. 

“Do you think he hid me in that vase?” The loathsome old 
woman laughed so hard, she almost lost her head. “No, Vitup is 


not my accomplice, though he is a respectable scoundrel... Per- 
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haps he'll still cross over to my side one of these days, but he 
hasn't yet... Again you haven't guessed right...” 

Tanya did not believe her: 

“Who was in the vase then?” 

Chuma-del-Tort looked around, casting a questioning glance 
at the crowd of unholy spirits in the corner. In a series of 
squeaks, they informed her of something. 

“Ahhh, I see,” The Nothing One drawled. “There was a 
rusalka in that vase. The same one you treated in Veterinary 
Magic. Seems like Vitup abducted her from the pond.” 

“But why would he take an unholy spirit from the pond? 
Vitup hates unholy spirits!” 

Chuma shuddered in disgust. 

“Lopukhoids call that feeling ‘love at first sight.’ In actuality, 
it’s all just the handiwork of cupids — those disgusting little ru- 
grats with bows! No doubt he did something to annoy one of 
them, and in response they waylaid him someplace and shot an 
arrow of amour at him. And at the rusalka — an arrow of dis- 
gust, so that she wouldn't even look at him. They always fool 
around like that.” 

Tanya remembered the little cupid the deputy headmaster 
had been dragging by the ear, and everything became clear to 
her. So that was why Vitup Vituperych had smeared himself with 
that reeking ointment! He wanted to please the rusalka, knowing 


that she, as an unholy spirit, must be attracted to pungent odors! 
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Surely on that day when Thwak was rolling the rusalka in that 
barrel, the outraged cupid in red suspenders had been hiding 
somewhere nearby, looking for someone to make the malicious 
deputy headmaster fall in love with. The willful rusalka, just 
cured of fish lice, must have seemed to him the most suitable 
candidate. 

“I don’t believe it’s not Vitup! Who’s the traitor then? There’s 
no one else it could be! Meduziya? Zuboderikha? Who?” Tanya 
shouted with conviction. 

The oppressive leadenness forcing her to the flagstones 
gradually eased up. Tanya felt, if she had to, she could get up 
quickly and run. But to where? Unholy spirits crowded all the 
passageways. Now that she was without her magic ring, she 
wouldn't even be able to frighten them with an attack spark. And 
so the girl remained on the floor for the time being, pretending 
she still could barely move. 

All of a sudden, the unholy spirits parted, clearing a path, 
and Tanya saw Shurasik rush into the hall. The beleaguered 
paragon of honor students looked around warily. Here in the 
basement, he seemed to be unsure of himself. 

He didn’t fall asleep either! The magic didn’t affect him, just 
like Vanka. He got up and went looking for me! What an awesome 
friend! thought Tanya, deeply moved. Fearing for Shurasik, she 


leaped to her feet and ran over to him: 
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“Shurasik! Watch out, Chuma’s here! Drive off the unholy 
spirits with attack sparks! Get Sardanapal, Meduziya!” 

But Shurasik, apparently, did not understand what she was 
shouting at him. He stood rooted to the spot, transfixed, blinking 
his expressionless eyes and staring intently at Tanya as if won- 
dering at something. Deciding he must be confused, Tanya 
grabbed him by the hand, intending to drag him along, but then 
Shurasik suddenly, swiftly tripped her. It was so unexpected, the 
girl fell face-first, scraping her forehead. 

Tanya sat up on the floor. Her head was ringing. 

“What'd you do that for? Are you out of your mind?” she 
yelled. 

“You've the one who’s out of her mind. There’s nowhere else 
I'd rather be than right here by the Gates now that my mistress 
is going to open them!” tonelessly proclaimed Shurasik, never 
taking his devoted gaze off Chuma-del-Tort. He looked like a lit- 
tle dog waiting for a lump of sugar to be tossed to him. 

A terrible suspicion — no longer even a suspicion, but a con- 
viction — seized Tanya. 

“It’s true, isn’t it? Isn’t it, Shurasik? The one working with 
Chuma was you?” 

Shurasik leaned over to her and grabbed her by the hair. His 
pale face with translucent skin had become even paler. His color- 
less eyes blinked with hatred. 

“Nobody liked me...” he sobbed angrily. “Nobody cared! Not 
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here, not back in the lopukhoid realm, not anywhere. I crammed 
day and night, and all anyone ever called me was a bore, a nerd, a 
know-it-all! No one cared how I felt, how I cried into my pillow 
every night — that’s why I wanted to become the best of the 
best! But no. Instead, they enchanted my boots to kick me... And 
the lopukhoids — when I was still studying among them — spat 
on me and beat me once when I told the teacher they had copied 
off my test! And then one day she gave me a two! For no reason, 
since I knew all the answers better than anyone else! 

“Suddenly, something erupted in my chest, and my journal 
caught fire. Then the grade book burst into flames and toad- 
stools sprouted on the teacher’s head. I felt the power inside of 
me and decided to take my revenge on them all, but I didn’t get 
the chance. I was hurled off to Tibidoxs! Here, Sardanapal took 
pity on me and put me in with the bright mages, though I wanted 
terribly to be one of the dark. But though I harbored a grudge, I 
said nothing. At first, I even liked it here, but soon enough the 
same old thing started happening again. Again nobody liked me, 
cared about me, and that’s when I decided: I'd repay everyone at 
once — lopukhoids and magicians alike! Repay the whole world 
that was so unfair to me! 

“I read about a hundred books, searching for a way to do it, 
until I read in one that Chuma-del-Tort — The Nothing One — 
lay underground in a coffin. ‘Here,’ I thought, ‘is the one I’m go- 


ing to serve! She'll give me power! She'll help me get my re- 
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venge!’ And I started making sacrifices to her — insects, birds, 
mice — while uttering special spells. And I returned her to full- 
strength.” Shurasik fitfully slurped up air. 

“Yes, that’s how it was... He revived me and restored my 
power! He, whom everyone considered the bright department’s 
brightest pupil! Yes, not a single dark mage could hold a candle 
to him!” said Chuma encouragingly. 

Her right hand slid off her shoulder and flew to Shurasik. He 
fell to his knees and pressed his lips to the dry, yellow skin of the 
dead hand. Tanya shuddered with disgust, but Shurasik did not 
seem to think anything of it. He was definitely mad. 

“I began to hear the voice of my mistress in a dream! She 
told me what to do...” continued Shurasik. “I stashed the golden 
sword in a hiding place in my room, and then, when everyone 
was watching that idiotic drakonbol match, I sneaked into the 
Hidden Basement by way of a path the unholy spirits dug and 
cut the hair. Then I gave the sword to Agukh and returned to the 
stadium. Agukh said that soon after I left, Sardanapal ran into 
the basement clutching his head. After all, other than myself, 
only Sardanapal knew that only a bright mage could cut the hair” 

So that’s why Sardanapal’s been so depressed the last few 
days! It must have been hard for him to believe there could be such 
a creep among us bright siders! thought Tanya. At the same time, 
she now understood why the academician so unconditionally 


trusted the dark mages. None of the dark siders could cut the 
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hair, which meant there was no risk one of them could be a 
traitor. 

“And how brilliant of me to come up with those little hearts!” 
continued Shurasik. “You all put them on your chests...” 

“To support you! Don’t you get it? To support you!” 

“That’s a lie!” Shurasik shouted. “You only pretended to, but 
really you were all laughing at me! Do you think I didn’t see how 
you secretly exchanged looks and twirled your fingers at your 
temples?” Then something crossed Shurasik’s mind and he 
started giggling. “But no one, no one guessed what the letters 
‘DD’ meant, or why they were lined with pebbles! That was to 
conjure up the Deadwood Demon! It was I who put everyone to 
sleep tonight! Isummoned the Demon and handed him full con- 
trol over those who had on the hearts! Morbinya and Glomov 
were the only ones I| had to put to sleep myself. I molded fig- 
urines of them out of wax and put a spell on them! But I slipped 
up with Vanka! I never dreamed he would take off that T-shirt of 
his, and of course that’s where his pin was!” 

“So that’s why you didn’t wear one of your hearts yourself!” 
yelled Tanya. 

Shurasik hopped up and down. 

“Yes, yes, that’s why exactly! And you hardly wore yours ei- 
ther! You lost it somewhere! Or threw it away! Deliberately! And 
yours was the heart I spent the most time on! I was up gathering 


stones almost all night! And YOU didn’t even notice yours wasn’t 
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anything like the others! The Deadwood Demon was supposed to 
fly to you last and destroy you, incinerate you, so that only your 
talisman would be left!” 

“You're such a smart guy, Shurasik! Awfully moving. I always 
knew you were a good little boy! And I always found you fasci- 
nating, that’s for sure...” Tanya snickered, pulling herself to- 
gether. If she were going to die, then she was at least going to go 
out teasing him. 

The unholy spirits in the corners tittered away disgustingly, 
and this finally sent Shurasik over the edge. 

“Shut up! Iskris frontis maximus!” he shouted, raising his ring 
hand and firing an attack spark at Tanya’s face. It wasn’t just an 
ordinary attack spark either, but an enhanced attack spark — a 
dense orb of hatred the size of ball lightning. Such a spark could 
easily kill or blind. 

Tanya tried to dart out of the way, but the spark flew too fast 
for her to avoid it completely. The spark struck her on the cheek, 
and then... then suddenly something happened Shurasik could 
never have expected. Tanya felt, starting from the tip of her nose, 
an elastic heat rolling through her entire body, and the next sec- 
ond the spark, already on the rebound, was rushing back at 
Shurasik himself. 

“Pouffel-trouffel!” he shouted, dumbstruck, trying to extin- 
guish it. 


But the countermand spell did not work. Increasing in size, 
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the ball of lightning continued steadily approaching him. 
Shurasik turned and ran. The spark caught up to him and struck 
Shurasik in the back, instantly charring his cloak. He himself, 
having tumbled once or twice through the air, fell into the thick 
of the swarming unholy spirits, crushing a scum of the marsh 
and two kikimory at once. 

“Get off me, you little greep! Your bag’s grushing my head! 
Here gum my fangs!” one of the kikimory hissed, flinging her 
mouth full of triangular teeth wide open. 

“Heveryone pile hawwn! Kill him!” shouted the scum of the 
marsh. 

“Aahhh!” screamed Shurasik, finding himself at the very bot- 
tom of the pyramid of the unholy spirits that had pounced on 
him. 

“That will do! Enough!” Chuma-del-Tort roared in a terrible 
voice, acting with the swiftness of a vampire bat. Little white 
lightning bolts sprang from her purple mantle in all directions. 
They smelled of burning. The stones hit by the lightning burst 
with a dry crack. 

The scorched unholy spirits screamed and darted every 
which way. Shurasik got up on all fours, shaking his head like a 
madman. Chuma’s hand flew over to Tanya, who had taken shel- 
ter behind the coffin, and, seizing her, dragged her to its mis- 
tress. 


“Playtime is over! Did you see that, empty-headed daughter 
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of Grotter? You deflected the spark of my servant! Deflected it 
just like you once did my breath of death... Just like you did Pro- 
fessor Klopp’s spells. And not only did you deflect them, you also 
returned them to the ones who sent them! And after all that, you 
still claim the talisman doesn’t help you? But now I know where 
it is! I saw how it shimmered, deflecting that spark! And I know 
how to take it, too! It can be done so long as you don’t use 
magic!” 

Before Tanya had time to process anything, Chuma’s dry 
hand struck her sharply across the cheek. Tanya’s head started 
ringing. As she fell, she heard something roll across the floor. The 
sound was like a faint, silvery ringing. 

“It worked! I can see it!” Shurasik suddenly shouted. He 
jumped and, crawling on his stomach, began to fumble for some- 
thing on the floor. When he got up, it became clear Shurasik was 
holding something between his thumb and forefinger. Something 
small and dark, no larger than a grain of rice. 

Tanya ran her hand over her nose. The mole she had cursed 
so many times, because of which she had been teased so many 
times, the mole that had echoed with pain at every touch was 
gone! It had disappeared, and it was precisely what Shurasik was 
now holding in his clammy hand. 

“There it is!” Chuma-del-Tort rasped. “The Talisman of the 
Four Elements — a microscopic grain of sand, which Leopold, 


with a spell of cloaking magic, gave the appearance of a mole... 
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So that’s why I could not find it! That sly old fox! He had you car- 
rying the key to the Gates of Horror on your nose all these years! 
Hidden in plain sight! Oh, why didn’t I just shove your nose into 
the keyhole? Give it here!” 

Chuma stepped toward the Gates of Horror, reaching out her 
hand to take the talisman at the same time. But then Tanya, with 
a piercing shriek, jumped on Shurasik and clung to his shoulders. 
He spun around, trying to shake her off, but it wasn’t easy. After 
all, Tanya managed to stay on even the double bass, and that was 
a lot harder than staying on the back of some gangly klutz. Hav- 
ing managed, she struck Shurasik’s hand. 

“I dropped it! Mistress, it bounced away somewhere! I didn’t 
see where it went!” Shurasik squealed in a panic. 

“THAT DOES IT! I wanted chaos to kill you, but I'll do it my- 
self!” roared Chuma-del-Tort, turning menacingly. Her bony 
hands scrambled after Tanya, and pulling her off Shurasik’s back, 
threw her to the floor. Then the hands dashed for the golden 
sword and grabbed it from their mistress’s belt. 

“Kill her! Send her to Dada! Without the talisman, she’s no 
longer dangerous!” Chuma shouted. 

Realizing that this was the end, Tanya started to quickly 
crawl away, the sound of the golden sword rushing toward her, 
cutting the air, in her ears. Suddenly, her palm bumped into 
something on the floor. Some kind of clay vessel... Without even 


remembering it was the pitcher she’d gotten from the Titans, 
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Tanya shielded herself from the sword with it... But could clay 
really stop the sword, which was already flying at her head? 

Was this really the end? 

The last thing Tanya heard was Shurasik’s triumphant cry. 
There was the sound of a modest explosion, and everything was 
swallowed up by darkness... For a moment, Tanya felt like she 
was spinning rapidly, falling down a well, at the very bottom of 


which the stars were sparkling... 


e 
A creak... The clatter of a ring... The Gates of Horror swung open. 
And from behind them rushed forth something terrible, shape- 
less, faceless... 

No... It was only the door of the magsick bay being opened. 
Tanya barely managed to lift her eyelids. Meduziya’s sympathetic 
face bent over her. Nearby, Academician Sardanapal’s mustache 
was stirring good-naturedly. Yagge, her face scrunched up with 
concern, whispered something over a large bowl. Vitup Vitu- 
perych, arms sternly crossed over his chest, darted back and 
forth in front of the window like a pendulum. 

“Hurry... Chuma’s down... in the basement...” Tanya whis- 
pered. Her voice sounded weak. Her dried lips cracked. 

Hearing her whisper, all four mages turned to her. Tanya 


could see the clear look of relief on their faces. 
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“Do not worry! All is well. Chuma-del-Tort no longer exists... 
Now she really is The Nothing One,” Sardanapal said soothingly. 

Tanya didn’t believe him. Chuma’s hideous face still loomed 
large in her mind. 

“But how? She has the Talisman of the Four Elements... She 
took it away from me, and then...” The girl tried to sit up, but fell 
helplessly back on her pillow. 

Sardanapal’s mustache drooped guiltily, but almost immedi- 
ately shot back up. 

“The Talisman of the Four Elements is no more... Remember, 
it was your mole. Unfortunately, talismans, even the best of 
them, are very fragile. Chuma didn’t get it, but we didn’t get it ei- 
ther. Who knows — maybe it’s for the best?” 

Yagge waddled over to Tanya, and, looking sternly at Sar- 
danapal, made her drink a cup of something minty, tasty. 

“What's with all this hocus pocus! A whole day the girl has 
lain here unconscious, and you swoop down on her like kites! 
Now all of you shoo on out of this ward at once!” 

While Yagge wiped her lips, Tanya continued to look ques- 
tioningly at the academician. As if in surrender, he threw up his 
hands and turned to Docent Gorgonova. 

“I think, Meduziya, we must explain to her what happened... 
She'll exhaust herself with worry if we don't...” 

Meduziya smiled with only her eyes. 


“When Chuma chopped the pitcher in half with the sword, it 
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released the power of the Earth, and the power of the Earth, in 
turn, freed the Titans from their captivity. I think the Titans gave 
you that jug counting on something like that to happen. They 
needed someone to open it, not in their cell, but outside it... 
Then Kottos, Gyes, and Briareos burst into the basement and 
dealt with The Nothing One... Crushed her like an insect... There 
was nothing Chuma could do: the immortal Titans aren't afraid 
of anyone... But, while fighting Chuma, those hundred-handed 
warriors destroyed a good half of Tibidoxs. Only the Gates of 
Horror and the Great Tower, where all the students were, fortu- 
nately were not affected. Then the Titans carried you from the 
ruins to the surviving half, and left... After they had taken care of 
Chuma, we, of course, could not continue holding them captive. 
That would be unfair. Besides, we already had enough to deal 
with. We still needed to lift the sleeping magic on everyone... 
And then those ghosts all got in the way. Lieutenant Rzhevsky 
started yelling he would not live in the basement and was going 
to leave for the lopukhoid realm.” 

“Ha! He won't go anywhere, the old scarecrow! Too bad. 
They could really use his cornball jokes out there...” Yagge could 
not resist. 

Sardanapal and Meduziya smiled. It seemed they agreed 
with her. 


“So that’s what the last part of the prophecy meant when it 
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said I would destroy Tibidoxs. I really destroyed it, releasing the 
Titans,” Tanya said guiltily. 

Sardanapal nodded: 

“Nobody blames you. After all, you had no other choice. It 
would have been impossible for you to cope with Chuma-del- 
Tort otherwise. We still got off easy. Even Vitup Vituperych ad- 
mits that! Isn’t that right?” he said imperiously. 

The deputy headmaster of Tibidoxs stopped walking back 
and forth, wincing as if all his teeth were aching at the same 
time. 

“Yes, I don’t blame anyone... Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think 
I'll be on my way. I want to take a walk along the shore of the 
pond... I have... umm... some business there,” Vitup Vituperych 
muttered and quickly retreated. 

Tanya laughed, realizing the mischievous rugrat-cupids 
hadn't thought to pull their arrow of amour from Vitup’s heart. 
Oh well. Such a heartless old man could only benefit from loving 
someone. Even if it’s a rusalka. 

“And the Deadwood Demon Shurasik summoned? Was he 
captured?” asked Tanya. 

Yagge burst out giggling into her fist. Now Tanya knew why 
Bab-Yagun laughed so much. 

“That demon? Like a fool, he dropped in on the Titans. He 


must have figured you were there because your little heart pin 
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was...” she explained. “The Titans rolled him up like dough, tied 
him in a sailor’s knot, and stuck the pin on top. For decoration.” 

“And where’s Shurasik?” 

“In the next room, in the nettle bath... Getting rehabilitated... 
After seeing the Titans, he went a little out of his mind. Just a lit- 
tle — hides under the bed, that sort of thing...” said Yagge. 

Tanya looked anxiously at Meduziya. 

“Don’t worry: he didn’t know what he was doing,” Meduziya 
reassured her. “Chuma had zombified him, taken away his will. 
That’s why he fainted all the time. No matter; Yagge will cure 
him. Of course, we certainly won't leave him in the bright depart- 
ment now... Hey, who’s there?” Meduziya turned around sternly. 

Vanka Valyalkin and Bab-Yagun were already squeezing 
through the door, panting under the weight of a huge, almost gi- 
gantic tray full of chocolate cakes, salads, flavored water, and one 
hundred thirty kinds of pastry. Bab-Yagun, furthermore, proudly 
showed Tanya her ring, which he had obviously been the one to 
find. 

“Stop! Where do you think you're going? I told you: she 
needs bed rest!” Yagge was about to usher them out, but, looking 
at her grandson, she waved her hand: 

“Okay, fine, but not for long! Meanwhile, we’ll have some 
nalivka, eh, Academician?” 

“Well, perhaps a thimbleful!” Sardanapal sneezed thought- 
fully. The tip of his nose twitched sheepishly. 
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Bab-Yagun had already lowered his giant tray onto Tanya’s 
blanket. Tanya looked forward to having a wonderful evening. 


And hundreds and thousands of wonderful days to come... 


«K 402 «HK 


The dark sorceress Chuma-del-Tort, 
whose name most are afraid to even speak out 
loud, destroys bright magicians one after the other 
in her quest for power. Among her victims is the 
remarkable bright mage Leopold Grotter. 
His daughter Tanya somehow manages 
to avoid death, but a mysterious 
mole remains on the tip of her 
nose for the rest of her life... 
Chuma-del-Tort mysteriously 
disappears, and Tanya Grotter 
finds herself thrown into the family of 
‘entrepreneur German Durney, her distant relative... 
She lives in this extremely unpleasant family until she is ten 
years old, when she ends up at the world’s premier 
school of magic, Tibidoxs... 
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